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After weeks of uneventful flight, the Alphans once again journey into perils 
which threaten their imminent annihilation. The Moon Base becomes the 
target of unknown aliens determined to secure the Alphans’ vital power 
supplies to ensure their own survival. 


A bizarre, jewel-like asteroid containing the microcosmic Heart of Kalthon 
which demands vast energy supplies to convert it to its original size... 


An evil, ghost-like visitor from the Anti-Matter Universe seeking to 
materialise his dying race in the Positive Universe... 


Strange humanoid life-forms kept in suspended animation and doomed to 
die unless awoken... 


A mysterious dust cloud protecting a monstrous creature sent to steal the 
Alphans’ life support system... 
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At regular intervals in the walls, larger, roughly rectangular surfaces 
appeared. They looked like full-length mirrors, ground smooth from crystal. 
They blazed resplendently with all the colours of the rainbow, and seemed 
in some way to be linked with the high-pitched feedback noise. As he 
approached the first of the mirrors, the noise increased wildly. It cut through 
his senses like an invisible knife, forcing him to step away from it. 
Determinedly, he braced himself against the pain and thrust his arm in front 
of the mirror. The noise wobbled alarmingly. In the glass he saw his arm 
reflected back at him. There appeared to be no danger, so he stepped boldly 
in front of it. As he did so, the noise became a shriek. He was drowned in a 
barrage of pure sound. It was a living, animal sound, and with sudden panic 
he felt some vital part of his being stolen from him. It was too late to move. 
He was gripped in its power, his eyes hypnotically drawn to the reflection 
of himself, standing with its hands crammed over its ears, its face contorted 
in a hideous grimace of agony... 


After he had gone, the mirror surface shimmered, and smiled. Its patient, 
alien mind heaved a sigh of fulfilment. Deep in its liquid depths, Koenig’s 
reflection still lay... 


It had only one imperfection. 


Wolfishly, it smiled to itself as it stepped out of the glass and followed in 
Koenig’s tracks. 
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CHAPTER ONE 


Space was beautiful — and often deadly. 

Like the rich, ferrous sands and the pale pink skies of Mars, space was a 
beautiful illusion. 

With no small degree of irony, Commander John Koenig reflected this 
matter to himself as he undertook the numerous checks and manual signals 
needed to keep his Eagle Ship on course. 

The brilliant, burning suns hung in space like swarms of motionless, 
crystalline fruit. They were layered in their trillions, each layer going ever 
deeper into the cave of unknown darkness. Each sun was a miniature 
cosmos in itself, spawning worlds of every different hue and character. 
Some of these worlds were dead, and they were often dazzlingly beautiful 
in their barren chemical artistry. Many of the worlds were like priceless 
lungs to the bizarre and diverse lifeforms they were heir to. All, without 
exception, seemed incredible beyond perfection. 

Yet space was devoid of warmth. 

It was devoid of air. 

The endless, boundless cavern of space through which he moved was 
devoid of any governing or life-supporting systems other than the inert tides 
of universal energy which perpetually ebbed and flowed through it. Many 
of the lifeforms and eccentric creatures it supported were hostile. To the 
men who had been forced to desert the relative sanctuary of its paradoxical, 
spinning worlds, living in it meant a constant, cruel battle for survival. 

He was hardened to the superficial beauty and bounty of space, to the 
constant hopes and desires it inspired inside him and inside the Alphans 
who were trapped on the runaway Moon. Its mystery held no charm for him 
any more — he had been tricked by its allure once too often. 

Space held only cold facts. Facts that were waiting to be discovered. 
Cold facts that would prove to be good, bad or indifferent in their 
significance to the lives of the Alphans who were in his charge. 

He depressed a button on the console in front of him to lock the ship’s 
anterior camera. Then, slowly, he slid forward the camera lens’s zoom 


control. At his touch, the stars on the communicator screen seemed to blur, 
and the ship’s visual senses leapt tens of thousands of miles through the 
vacuum. He let go of the control, and the senses came to focus on a strange, 
jewel-like asteroid, the outlines of which now filled the tiny screen. 

The sub-planet, like the Moon, was adrift in space... and it was a case in 
example, Koenig thought grimly. It was the most recent of the 
interplanetary occurrences that it was their dubious lot to contend with. This 
one, at least, had displayed one good fact among its many bad and 
indifferent ones. Aside from its resplendent looks, it had already shown that 
its colours were sinister. Its prime, and lesser ambiguity lay in the manner 
of its terrible effect. 

He turned to Alan Carter, the rugged Australian Eagle Pilot who 
occupied the seat next to him. Carter had already switched part of his 
attention from his controls, and was studying the screen. His fair, but 
austere features were set in a calm, unflinching gaze as he watched the 
oversized jewel for signs of activity. But at least the asteroid looked 
harmless. The two men exchanged grim, almost telepathic glances of 
suspicion. 

Koenig stabbed at another button. Instantly the big Pilot Section screen 
lit up and the familiar sounds and sights of the Moon Base Command 
Centre burst into the cramped space ship. Maya, Yasko and other personnel 
were sitting behind their consoles, busily engaged in a ground analysis of 
the asteroid. Tony Verdeschi, the Base’s Security Chief and Second-in- 
Command, was leaning on the Psychon woman’s console, pawing over the 
spewed-out entrails of chart records. He looked up hotly when Koenig 
blipped, his Italian temperament quickly fired by this latest interruption. 

Koenig was unruffled, however. He was all too familiar with the 
metabolic intensity at which Verdeschi seemed to prefer working, and he 
knew that Verdeschi was one hundred per cent reliable. 

‘Any status on the power drain yet?’ Koenig demanded of the attractive, 
auburn-haired beauty at the Security Officer’s side. By contrast, she was the 
absolute picture of calmness and efficiency. 

Maya’s serious face looked up from her work and acknowledged the 
Commander. ‘Continuing and intensifying,’ she informed him gravely. 
“There’s also some other news, which may be good or bad. My scanners 
show a localized atmosphere down there. Area Zero D.’ 


Koenig set more camera controls on his console, and moved the zoom 
control fractionally forward in order to close-up on the specified area. As he 
worked, he talked. ‘What composition is it?’ he asked. 

‘Exactly as on Earth,’ Maya replied, once more searching through the 
unruly coils of chart, helped by Verdeschi. ‘Oxygen, nitrogen, hydrogen... 
in the same approximate proportions.’ 

‘Now that... does look to be too much of a coincidence.’ Carter turned to 
Koenig. He allowed a slight frown of suspicion to crinkle his eyebrow and 
forehead. ‘It seems like a bloody invitation!’ 

Koenig stared undecidedly at the enlarged area of the cosmic gem which 
he had now managed to locate on his small console screen — Area Zero D. 
The description of the area sounded ominous because it was a computer’s 
designation and not a topographical account. But apart from the remarkable 
jewelled rocks and mountains, the asteroid’s surface looked singularly 
benign. ‘Well, if it’s an invitation,’ Koenig said eventually to Carter, ‘let’s 
accept it. That’s what we’ve come up here for.’ 

He smiled sardonically. Carter nodded unhappily as he braced himself to 
expect the unknown. 

Together, the two pilots settled back into their seats. With practised hands 
they began to operate the flight controls. taking the Eagle Ship down. 


Rocky aggregates of tall, rhomboid crystals projected like chemical 
vegetation from the floor of the mini-planet. In parts there was a thin, misty 
haze through which rose diamond-like mountain peaks, glinting and 
flashing in the light of a nearby star. From the core outward, the entire 
asteroid seemed to be composed of the highly-compressed carbon structure 
of diamond. It was a space oddity, the like of which had never been 
encountered before by the awed watchers at the Command Centre. The 
Alphans wondered how such a beautiful — yet deadly — thing could have 
come to be formed. 

To Doctor Helena Russell, who stood in the doorway to the Command 
Centre, the fact of its existence held no such fascination. She gazed coldly, 
if somewhat distraughtly, at its image on the Big Screen. Her becoming 
looks were bathed unwillingly in the mysterious, gleaming light that it cast 
over everyone present. With mounting anger she resisted falling under its 


spell. The great jewel’s emanations were evil. Its rays had already sent 
Alpha’s Central Computer haywire and something on it was responsible for 
draining away their power. 

Because of it, the Moon Base was slowly being forced to shut down, and 
the lives of the nearly three hundred personnel in the colony were 
threatened. 

She brushed her hand through disarrayed, platinum hair in the 
characteristic gesture she made when under stress. She took a hold of 
herself and walked purposefully over to where she saw Verdeschi and 
Maya. 

‘He’s dead!’ she stated in a low, tired voice. ‘Ben and I tried everything, 
but the heart machine won’t function properly and we couldn’t get a 
consistent current. That’s the second critical patient to go. No more can go 
because there aren’t any more critical patients in our beds, but God help 
anyone else who falls seriously ill right now.’ 

She did not expect to get a response. Her patient had been one of the least 
valuable of men working on the Moon Base. He had been an octogenarian 
janitor who had gone past his best years, and in the present crisis there was 
concern only for the living. But Maya’s face looked frozen at the news, and 
Verdeschi scowled. Momentarily, they both appeared genuinely upset. 

‘Time’s running out for everyone,’ the dark-haired Security Chief 
complained sourly. He kept his voice down to avoid spreading panic among 
the other Alphans who were still busy at their consoles. He looked down 
again at the chart that he and Maya were processing. 

A hundred and one problems grasped for his attention; problems caused 
in the main by the useless computers which were severely hampering their 
efforts to fight the drain. Fortunately for them all, Maya’s unique mind, 
with its congenital ability to compute, was coping with some of the 
frightening mathematical calculations necessary to keep the Moon Base 
operational... and sparing Verdeschi total nervous collapse. But now a thin 
line of sweat broke out across the Psychon’s satin brow. Her calm, practical 
approach began to crack. She turned to him in alarm. “The power output... 
It’s dropped by another twenty-five per cent,’ she gasped. 

Verdeschi felt a controlled explosion rise inside him. “That’s a fifty per 
cent drop in less than two hours!’ He dropped the print-out he was holding 
and ran to his own console. He grabbed at a note book and read from it. 


When he returned, still holding it in his hand, some of his temper had gone. 
Instead, there was a note of fear in his voice. ‘We’re down to ten 
megawatts,’ he said, shaken. ‘At that level we’re affected directly. We can 
expect the heating in the Command Centre to shut off completely.’ 

Even as he spoke, a thin, icy breath of air began to fall off the walls. The 
severe cold of the lunar rock, which had so far been held at bay by the 
reduced heating, began to penetrate the insulation of the underground Moon 
Base. 

In alarm, the Command Centre Personnel looked up from their work and 
shivered. 

Helena stared aghast at the radiant, encrusted surface of the asteroid on 
the screen. It had loomed closer as the Eagle which was relaying the picture 
to them made its distant descent. It shone with an intense, hypnotic 
brightness. Its saturnine, unhealthy rays reached out into the room as though 
to consume them all in its cold, paralyzing fire. 


The rumbling of the Eagle Ship’s mighty engines died away, and the Pilot 
Section fell quiet. It was an intense, unnerving silence. They could almost 
feel the brilliant white rays of the jewel outside striking at the ship’s tough 
walls. 

Koenig and Carter sat motionlessly in their seats, contemplating the 
inevitable. Then they began to unstrap themselves from their safety 
harnesses, and soon they were on their feet. 

‘Let’s go,’ Koenig said. He raised his commlock and fired it at the heavy, 
air-tight doors leading into the Passenger Section. The doors slid smoothly 
and magically apart, and the two men ran through. 

They passed the empty seats and tables that, in more certain times, had 
been crowded with talking, laughing people, and came to the gleaming, 
winking consoles of the onboard computer. Opposite it was the main 
hatchway, and near that were the grey service lockers which contained their 
space suits and emergency life support packs. 

In bright red lettering, an indicator above the airlock door told them all 
they needed to know about the environment and atmosphere outside the 
ship. Koenig hesitated by the lockers, reading the list of data. 


The indicator, and the automatic analyzers which supplied it with its 
information, had never been wrong. 

“We can live in it,’ he said to Carter after a moment. He reached out his 
arm and activated the airlock mechanism. There was a short pause while the 
Eagle’s computer double-checked the advisability of the action, then the 
inner door swung inward. They stepped through it, and there was a further 
wait while the door closed behind them and the outer door cracked open in 
front of them. Koenig nodded amusedly to himself at the ship’s 
programmed instinct to survive. If it could not account for the hasty follies 
of the men who ran it, at least it took no chances at all where its own safety 
was concerned. 

A wedge of painfully bright light appeared before them, and they raised 
their arms to shield their eyes from the glare. The door swung downward 
until it was at right angles to the ship, resting on the semi-transparent 
surface of the asteroid. It acted as both door and landing-steps, and Koenig 
and Carter paused at the top of the short flight, examining the blinding- 
white landscape through squinted eyes. 

The air was odourless and fresh — almost too pure to be true. It was a 
long time since their lungs had drunk such a heady brew, and they felt 
slightly beguiled by it. 

‘It looks like ice,’ Carter commented in amazement, his eyes drawn to 
the smooth, clear blue floor. They could see the reflection of the giant star 
ship and other mysterious, swirling shapes deep in its crystalline depths. 

‘But the surface temperature is warm,’ Koenig observed, holding out his 
hands in puzzlement. He looked up at the bright star that gave the asteroid 
light. It hung in the velvet blackness of space, and it did not seem powerful 
enough to provide either the light or the heat that they felt. ‘Must be some 
kind of internal power source.’ 

The diamond mountains they had seen earlier on their screens stood some 
miles off, their fat, glinting bases rising up steeply into the thin layer of 
white cloud that seemed always to hang around them. There were other, 
smaller outcrops of the same crystal closer to the ship. Directly in front of 
the open hatchway was a sheet wall of crystal, its faceted surface gleaming 
and sparkling like a part of an enormous precious stone. Set in it, at ground 
level, was what looked like a jagged, black stone of some kind; perhaps of 


jet or of some form of unconverted carbon. Only slowly did Koenig realize 
that it was in fact a cave of dark shadow leading inside the crystal face. 

He frowned. There was a suspicious number of convenient events 
occurring. They were too convenient to be coincidences — the composition 
and freshness of the air, the uncomplicated landing on a planet that drew 
continuous and dangerous quantities of free energy from the Moon Base, 
and now, the open invitation of a cave mouth right on their doorstep. 

‘Free energy!?’ He jumped. “That’s why the asteroid’s warm! That’s why 
it’s aglow with light! It’s our light and our heat!’ 

He tumed indignantly to Carter, but before he could continue, a loud, 
shrill warning note came from the klaxon mounted on the roof of the Eagle. 

‘Malfunction alarm!’ he exclaimed in evident puzzlement. “That’s 
funny...’ 

Koenig’s frown deepened, and now he looked distinctly worried. He 
seemed torn between two courses of action. ‘You handle it,’ he said at 
length to the Eagle Pilot. ‘I’m going to look around.’ He slapped him on the 
shoulders, and began to make his way down the landing steps. 

Shaking his head perplexedly, Carter turned and reactivated the airlock 
mechanism. The outer door began to rise, hiding him from sight. Soon, the 
ship was completely sealed shut. 

Alone on the asteroid’s shining surface, Koenig made his way towards 
the cave mouth. His eyes were used to the intensity of light now, and he was 
able to see more clearly. Underfoot, the ground gave a surprisingly good 
grip to his boots. 

The klaxon on the Eagle died away, and he switched on the 
communicator on his commlock. He blipped Carter, and the Pilot’s 
miniaturized face appeared on the screen. He still looked puzzled, and 
rather annoyed. 

‘It’s the stabilizers,’ he reported to Koenig. ‘But don’t ask me what’s 
gone wrong with them. They were the last things I’d expected to develop 
trouble.’ 

Koenig spoke reassuringly to him over the commlock. ‘I think this is a 
put-up job, by someone or something. But we’ll play their game. Try to 
discover what’s happened while I go into that cave to investigate.’ 

He left the commlock switched on, to keep himself informed of new 
developments, and continued on his way. The mouth of the cave loomed up. 


As a precaution he withdrew his laser gun, then stepped inside. 

The air was no cooler inside, as it ought by rights to have been. It only 
went to confirm his theory that the energy being used by the asteroid to 
maintain its pleasant environmental effects was the energy which it was 
somehow stealing from the Moon Base. 

He raised the commlock to his mouth. ‘I’m going in,’ he said. ‘T’ll report 
back every three minutes.’ 

The dark, pellucid walls were a-glitter with light. Indeed, the entire jewel 
mass seemed to act as a light transmitter, and he imagined that no part of 
the asteroid’s interior would be totally dark. His eyes grew used to the 
dimness and he began to pick his way cautiously along the passage. 

The tunnel looked as though it had been artificially hewn from the 
crystal. Its walls were rough, and its ceiling was of an approximately 
uniform height throughout its length. It bore steeply downhill and soon the 
reassuring circle of light at the cave mouth disappeared from view behind 
him. 

The unearthly silence of the crystal world was even more apparent now. 
The scratching, slithering noise his boots made and his laboured breathing 
sounded alarmingly loud. Contradicting all the factual evidence they had 
received from the asteroid, the world seemed to be a dead one. 

But then, a barely perceptible, high-pitched noise came on the still air. He 
paused in his descent. It was an eerie, disconcerting electronic note, like 
amplifier feedback, that began to grow in intensity. It seemed to ring inside 
his head, without letting up. Protectively, he put his hands over his ears, but 
the noise did not abate. Gritting his teeth, he raised his laser. Ahead, the 
passageway curved sharply, seemingly towards the noise, and he 
approached the bend with caution. 

The noise grew and the crystal walls began to shine brightly. He rounded 
the bend and found himself before an area filled with a painful, dazzling 
brightness and the ringing, head-splitting sound. He gasped, pressing 
himself flat against the wall while he tried to re-orientate his senses. The 
light seemed to come at him from many different directions. Gradually, his 
eyesight adjusted, and he discovered that he had entered a large cavern 
hewn out of the crystal. 

The myriad facets of the crystal wall were acting like mirrors, each one 
reflecting the powerful light source. The cavern was so filled with 


reflections and counter-reflections, not only of the light, but of everything 
else too, that it was impossible to say with certainty what its dimensions 
were. He assumed it to be a part of the asteroid’s workings — the part 
responsible for draining their power. But there was no sign of machinery or 
any other kind of technology that he was familiar with. Once more he was 
faced with the eerie possibility that the asteroid itself was the culprit. 

He advanced slowly and found himself confronted with a hundred 
thousand kaleidoscopic images of himself, a hundred thousand arms 
holding out a hundred thousand laser guns. 

At regular intervals in the walls, larger, roughly rectangular surfaces 
appeared. They looked like full-length mirrors, ground smooth from the 
crystal. They blazed resplendently with all the colours of the rainbow, and 
seemed in some way to be linked with the high-pitched feedback noise. As 
he approached the first of the mirrors, the noise increased wildly. It cut 
through his senses like an invisible knife, forcing him to step back away 
from it. Determinedly, he braced himself against the pain and thrust his arm 
in front of the mirror. The noise wobbled alarmingly. In the glass he saw his 
arm reflected back at him. There appeared to be no danger, so he stepped 
boldly in front of it. As he did so, the noise became a shriek. He was 
drowned in a barrage of pure sound. It was a living, animal sound, and with 
sudden panic he felt some vital part of his being being stolen from him. It 
was too late to move. He was gripped in its power, his eyes hypnotically 
drawn to the reflection of himself, standing with its hands crammed over its 
ears, its face contorted in a hideous grimace of agony. 

The noise level reached an unbearable pitch during which he felt that 
every cell in his body had been torn apart, examined, and then joined 
together again. Slowly at first, the noise subsided, then it dropped quickly 
away to nothing. 

He brought his arms down and stared, ashen faced at himself. The echo 
of the noise still shrieked inside his head. Deeply perturbed, he looked 
down at his arms and legs to examine them. They looked and felt real. He 
looked back at his reflection. He shook his head. Predictably, the reflection 
shook its head. Apart from his paleness, he seemed to be perfectly normal. 

He wasn’t convinced, but he had no alternative other than to resume his 
survey of the cavern. 

Warily, he stepped out of the mirror’s optical field, and moved on. 


After he had gone, the mirror surface shimmered, and smiled. Its patient, 
alien mind heaved a sigh of fulfilment. Deep in its liquid depths, Koenig’s 
reflection still lay. It had not moved. But now it had become more than a 
mere reflection. It was a perfectly formed replica of him, complete to the 
tiniest visual detail. 

It had only one imperfection. 

Wolfishly, it smiled to itself as it stepped out of the glass and followed in 
Koenig’s tracks. 


The unnerving quietness of the gargantuan jewel returned. The fierce 
intensity of its light had been reduced, as though its worst power had been 
wrought. Koenig examined each of the remaining mirrors in turn, but he 
found nothing that could have accounted for either the light or the noise. 
Nothing except for the blank, ubiquitous crystal. 

His commlock blipped and Carter’s face re-appeared on its screen, 
reminding him that he should have reported. 

‘What’s it like in there, John?’ the Australian asked him. 

Koenig looked exasperated. For the moment he was defeated. He spoke 
into the commlock. ‘You won’t believe it! It’s like a vast hall of mirrors. 
The composition seems to be some form of dense crystal. It could be the 
energy source Maya mentioned.’ He hesitated, wondering whether to tell 
him about the mirror, but he decided that it could wait. Instead, he asked: 
“Have you located the malfunction yet?’ 

Carter shook his head. ‘Still working on it.’ 

‘Keep at it. I won’t be long...’ 

His attention had been drawn to a large piece of the crystal which 
projected from the wall. It looked easier to break off than some of the other 
pieces, and he began to bang against it with the palms of his hands. 

He did not immediately hear the sound of rapid footsteps approaching 
behind him. When he did, it was too late. He spun round, and was 
astounded by the brief glimpse he caught of his assailant. 

His mind responded in confusion to the Doppelginger-like image of 
himself that leapt at him. It bore a mocking, hating expression on its face — 
like none he had seen on himself before. Semi-paralyzed with fear, he 
forced himself into action, and brought up his arm holding the laser. Before 


he could fire it, the terrifying figure knocked it away and reached out for his 
throat. It grasped him and began throttling him to death. 

Koenig’s body went quickly slack in the reflection creature’s hands, but 
the creature kept squeezing his neck. 

The shrill, high-pitched sound returned. The note shrieked madly in 
warning, and the alien glanced guiltily around itself at the vibrating crystal. 
Angrily, it let the body drop. As though pacified, the noise died away again. 

It seemed to remember its mission now, and composed itself. The cruel 
smile came back on its face, and it nodded knowingly, as though at some 
telepathic reminder that had been communicated to it. Artfully, it reached 
for the crystal projection that its predecessor had been vainly trying to 
remove, and with a single, powerful grasping motion, tore it away. It 
deposited the radiant stone inside a sample bag and clipped it round its 
waist. Then it picked up Koenig’s communicator and switched on. 

Carter’s unsuspecting features returned to the screen. ‘Yes, John?’ he 
asked. 

The alien’s face set in a hard, domineering expression. With scarcely any 
pretence, it rasped, ‘I have a sample of the crystal. Prepare for take-off 
immediately.’ 

Carter sounded incredulous. 

‘But I haven’t quite finished adjusting the stabilizers, John,’ he 
complained. 

‘Five minutes...’ the impostor snapped. Abruptly, it clicked off the set. 
Casting a last, sneering glance at the prone figure of Koenig, it turned and 
stalked out of the cavern. 


CHAPTER TWO 


One by one, the Moon Base’s many independent, self-contained and self- 
supporting Centres were becoming inoperable as electrical circuits 
automatically cut out in the emergency. 

Maya shivered, drawing the thick blanket more tightly around her already 
well-clothed and coated body. 

The Command Centre looked like a refugee camp site, with every 
Alphan in it similarly clad in the thick blankets that Helena had rationed out 
to them. However, there was nothing comical in their situation. The 
temperature was still dropping. The programmed cuts would continue to 
operate for as long as the power drain continued. They would phase out the 
least essential facilities and Centres first, forcing the Alphans into ever 
smaller confinements for accommodation. Eventually, only the Power 
Room, in the Life Support Centre, would remain. In there lay the Life 
Support Core, the great energy heart of the Moon Base. Fuelled by the 
immensely powerful, radioactive element Tiranium, of which supplies were 
always desperately scarce, the core was already weak. At the present rate of 
power loss it could not be expected to last more than a few months. Then, 
when it finally cut out, the Moon would become a dead world again. 

Maya stared uncomprehendingly at the mass of figures and lines on the 
print-out in front of her. Her mind was slowing up under the pressure of the 
work, and she shook herself. 

She spoke to Carter, who was on her console monitor. ‘You must delay 
lift-off,’ she said, forcing urgency into her voice. ‘I’m getting some really 
weird readings from your sensors.’ 

Carter looked strained. ‘John said he wants out of here, now.’ 

‘A few minutes isn’t going to make any difference...’ she complained. 

The screen went haywire. When it cleared, she saw Koenig’s stormy 
features filling it. He spoke in a cold, careless voice to her. ‘Each minute 
can make a world of difference.’ 

She drew back, alarmed. Koenig was usually perfunctory, detached... and 
everything else a commander needed to be to ensure respect and action 


from his crew. But now, there was a definite malice, a deliberate 
indifference in his voice which sent shivers of fear up her spine to add to 
those produced by the cold. 

Koenig’s face cracked stiffly in a smile, as though he realized he had 
gone too far. 

“Ready...?’ she heard him say to Carter. 

Maya decided to ignore Koenig’s new mood. With forced brightness, she 
said: ‘John... we’re in an increasingly bad way down here. I’ve been 
picking up some strange readings...’ 

Koenig cut her off. His voice was now normal. ‘So are we. This whole 
asteroid is one strange reading.’ His head turned off-screen again toward 
Carter. ‘Lift-off.’ 

The monitor went blank. 

Maya turned in frustration to Helena, who was standing by her, still 
watching the dead screen. Her brow was creased as though in shock, and 
her mouth was hanging open speechlessly. 

‘I can’t make anything of these readings,’ Maya said. ‘They’re all 
incomplete. Why was John in such a hurry?’ 

Helena composed herself, not wishing to reveal her suddenly complex 
feelings about John. ‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘But we’ll know soon, when 
he gets back.’ 


Carter walked nervously behind the striding form of his Commander. They 
turned out of the Eagle Ship Passenger Section into the travel tube that had 
connected to them after they had docked. The tubes were designed to snake 
out to any of the numerous berths where the Eagles were housed, giving 
instant, air-tight connection to the Moon Base. 

The impostor fired his commlock at the capsule doors, and they slid 
silently open. Soon they were speeding smoothly on their way along the 
tube. 

The doors opened automatically, and the alien stepped quickly out. He 
began walking determinedly towards the Command Centre. When his 
creator had fashioned him from the molecular structure of Koenig, it had 
copied the original, almost precisely, and he knew nearly all of the 


Commander’s most intimate thoughts... including all the top secrets of the 
Moon Base. 

Carter trailed behind him, shivering in the cold, and deeply upset at his 
Commander’s behaviour. Something terrible had happened down on the 
asteroid, he was sure. But the Commander wouldn’t talk about it. He 
wondered, generously, whether John had a perfectly good reason for 
concealing whatever it was that he had found. No, he decided that nothing 
could have come between the long years of work and friendship they had 
experienced together. Not overnight, anyhow. 

The figure that looked like Koenig burst into the Command Centre. He 
waved away personnel who approached him with urgent questions, and sat 
himself down behind his Command Desk. He nodded convincingly at Maya 
and Verdeschi, but he missed out Helena. She was approaching him, 
looking concerned and distraught. 

‘Not now, Helena,’ he said to her. The tone of his voice caused her to 
stop in her tracks. She watched incredulously as he hit one of the buttons on 
his console and began to address the Moon Base. 

‘Attention all Alphans. This is the Commander speaking.’ His voice 
boomed out into all the empty Centres and corridors where it was now too 
inhospitable to go, and to all the rooms where the Alphans were packed 
together, swathed in blankets and drinking cups of tea. He paused to give 
everyone time to focus his attention. His face was stony and hard, and he 
did not speak with consideration. ‘I have just returned from an exploratory 
trip to the asteroid, and I must tell you it poses a serious threat to Alpha. We 
are presently surrounded by a strong energy screen which, if we do not 
neutralize it as quickly as possible, will render our instruments totally 
useless.’ 

Again he paused, to allow the gravity of his words to sink in. ‘I need not 
tell you,’ he continued, ‘the consequences of being trapped by this magnetic 
force. To escape, we will have to create an energy beam. We will then direct 
that beam at the centre of this asteroid, which is formed from a gigantic 
crystal. It will reflect our beam back, cutting through the energy screen and 
breaking its hold on us. 

“Time is our enemy. We have an enormous task facing us. I’m sure I will 
have the full support and co-operation of every Alphan aboard Moon Base 
to complete this task — and complete it successfully.’ Again he paused, 


before issuing his instructions. ‘I want all construction crews to report 
immediately to Main Technical Section and stand by for further orders to 
begin exterior work.’ 

He leant forward and clicked the communication switch off. 
Momentarily, he sat back, with a feeling of satisfaction flooding through his 
being. He looked at his immediate personnel in turn, and he knew by the 
expressions on their faces that his guise had worked. Now they had been 
given a reason for his flawed behaviour. They looked grimly at him, 
reflecting the supposed seriousness of the situation he had contrived for 
them. 

The woman called Helena, whom he felt uneasy about, nodded slowly at 
him. 

‘Any questions, anyone?’ he asked. 

Helena looked relieved, but she also looked thoughtful. She spoke for 
everyone. ‘John... about creating this energy beam... that’s going to drain a 
lot more power from our Life Support System. With present losses, we 
could be in serious trouble...’ 

He cut her off, a little too sharply. ‘We’ll be in far more serious trouble if 
we don’t!’ 

‘I haven’t had a chance to complete these sensor print-outs yet,’ Maya 
began.. ‘They...’ 

‘Not necessary now,’ the impostor assured her brusquely. 

Maya looked bewildered, and slightly rebellious. ‘Then I’d like an 
opportunity to analyze the sample you took. There may be another way to 
break through that screen without draining...’ 

‘I’ve already completed that analysis,’ he replied. He felt impatience 
rising in him as he realized that his confidence trick was slipping, but 
forced his unpredictable and unstable feelings down. 

“Without instruments?’ Maya asked suspiciously. 

‘I had enough portable equipment with me for a_ preliminary 
investigation,’ he lied. 

‘But surely...’ 

‘Any further questions?’ he asked, ignoring her completely. His cold, 
changed eyes roved round the room. 

Maya flared up. Her wild, lynx-like eyes flashed. ‘Your methods, 
Commander!’ she exclaimed disgustedly. ‘Your data is totally...’ 


‘I’m sorry,’ he replied with great strain. ‘I haven’t time to argue.’ 

‘I’m not trying to argue, John — I’m being scientific!’ she tried to reason 
with him. ‘We’re lacking vital information...’ 

The Doppelginger turned on her. Latent rage burned inside him. He was 
unable to tolerate the kind of independent and self-reasoning spirit he was 
coming across more frequently among this species. He stared coldly at her. 
There was an iron authority in his eyes. ‘Do you question mine?’ he 
demanded. 

‘I can’t question what I haven’t got!’ Maya retorted, heatedly. ‘As 
Scientific Officer, I insist...’ 

“You are confined to your quarters until further notice!’ he raged. ‘Now 
go.” 

Helena and Verdeschi both stepped forward to protest. Helena reached 
out to touch him, and he shied back, a feeling of panic gripping him. He 
still kept his iron expression. 

Her face scarlet, Maya stormed out of the room. 

The Command Centre personnel watched her go. They were staggered. 
They had seen nothing like it on the Moon Base before. 

‘She was only doing her job,’ Verdeschi protested hotly to the creature he 
assumed to be his Commander. 

‘And my job is to protect the safety of this base... my responsibility and 
mine alone, and none of us is going to survive without discipline. 
Remember that — all of you.’ 

Rigid with suppressed violence, he levered himself out of his chair and 
strode out of the Centre — before anyone else could reply to him. 

The Centre went deathly quiet. The Alphans were suffering from the 
cold. The destruction of the Moon Base and the death of everyone in it was 
imminent. Now, John Koenig, the one man they relied on absolutely, 
appeared to be affected by some kind of madness. After the anger had died 
down, they grew confused. They didn’t know whether to believe the hoax 
or not. 

Verdeschi, goaded to insensibility, left his post and stalked out of the 
room after the Commander. 

Helena looked mortified. She took hold of Carter’s arm and took him to 
one side, out of earshot of the others. ‘What happened on that asteroid, 
Alan?’ she asked. 


Carter shook his head. Neither he nor Helena felt annoyed. They felt only 
concern — both for Koenig and for the Base. Briefly, the Pilot told her all he 
had been able to learn. 

‘Could something... have invaded him... a virus, a life-form that’s taken 
him over...?’ she asked anxiously after he had finished. 

He shook his head. ‘You’re the doctor of medicine and strange diseases, 
not me...’ He looked thoughtful. ‘One thing I don’t understand, though. 
That malfunction in the stabilizers. It cleared up as quickly as it came. I 
didn’t correct it... nobody did.’ 

‘Then...’ But there was no need for her to state what they were thinking. 
Something had happened to Koenig in the cave, of that they were one 
hundred per cent certain. They felt even more strongly now that whatever it 
was that had happened was beyond the Commander’s control. Helena’s 
pang of grief was tempered by the cruel uncertainty that the creature she 
assumed to be her lover might, in his eccentricity, be telling them the truth. 
He had acted strangely before, where cases of top security were concemed. 
Out of consideration for the lives of the Alphans, he had sometimes been in 
a position to tell no one the truth. 


Almost a year had passed since Koenig and the Alphans had first accepted 
Maya into their space community. They had been good to her, especially 
Koenig. It was he, after all, who had made the decision to give her a home, 
after her father Mentor had died on the planet Psychon and after Psychon 
itself had exploded. She and her father had been the last members of a dead 
race. It had not been easy fitting in with the Alphans... not on their part, but 
on hers. She was strongly individualistic, and it had taken her a long time to 
fully adapt. Eventually, she had done so. She felt that she had become a true 
member of the Alphans. She wore her role like a glove, and her loyalty was 
totally to the Moon Base. Now, all that seemed to have broken. She had let 
her temper get the better of her — with the one person to whom she owed 
everything. She had played her role too self-assuredly, and now she felt 
vulnerable and lonely again. 

Verdeschi knocked gently on her door, sensing that she was hurt. When 
he entered, she flung herself on him, and sobbed. His mood had changed to 
one of concern for her, and he smiled, and patted her reassuringly. 


‘I’ve come to parley with the mutineer,’ he said, holding her at arms’ 
length and looking for a spark of resistance in her downcast eyes. 

Almost immediately, she felt better, and she found herself smiling 
unconvincingly, though still deeply unhappy. ‘Why did John turn on me like 
that?’ she asked. 

‘Oh, discipline, I suppose,’ the Italian replied, trying to hide his concern 
behind a veil of light-heartedness. ‘A throwback to Captain Bligh.’ 

‘Captain Bligh?’ She looked puzzled. 

He waved dismissively. ‘Forget it — how would you know — you’re a 
Psychon.’ 

As though stung, she turned away, and he started at her reaction. ‘Hey, I 
didn’t...’ 

“You’re right — I am a Psychon...’ she said. ‘Right now I’m feeling it 
pretty bad.’ 

He turned her face round again. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t realize. I always put 
my foot in it trying to be cheerful,’ he said apologetically. ‘Don’t worry 
about John. He doesn’t mean all those things he says. Something is wrong 
with him...’ 

She looked at him hopefully. ‘I hope that it is him and not me,’ she said. 
She took advantage of the opportunity to pull herself out of her mood of 
dejection. The fear that Verdeschi had expressed for Koenig’s condition 
reminded her of something odd she had observed earlier when Koenig had 
first entered the Centre. She tried, again, to feel positive about her 
Commander. ‘I may not know about this Captain Bligh,’ she told him, ‘but I 
am hypersensitive to all forms of living matter... and I know that when 
Helena tried to touch the Commander, I sensed a coldness in him. He 
wouldn’t let her touch him...’ 

Verdeschi frowned thoughtfully. ‘That’s strange... He’s also not willing to 
talk, as if he’s withholding certain facts.’ 

Maya got back some of her old fire again. ‘Why do you think I was so 
insistent? He’s keeping us in the dark! Take that sample of crystal he 
brought back — he said he analyzed it, but J don’t know the results!’ 

Verdeschi steadied her. ‘Easy, or you’re going to have a fit and turn 
yourself into some wild creature from far outer space.’ 

‘I’m serious, Tony. The situation is serious,’ she reprimanded him lightly. 
“We’re not getting any right answers.’ 


Verdeschi sucked in breath as an idea came to him. He scowled, 
dismissing it. Then he sucked in breath again. ‘What if we grab us an 
Eagle... go there and take a look for ourselves?’ he asked her. 

Now she could see that he was actually acting seriously, and nodded in 
agreement. ‘Who’s talking like a mutineer now — but for real?’ she asked. 

‘Not mutiny,’ Verdeschi shook his head. ‘Security. If there’s something 
wrong it’s my job to find out what.’ 

Maya looked disturbed again. ‘He’s still our Commander, and if he’s in 
control of his mind...’ 

‘It’s mutiny all right. But what if he isn’t in control of his mind? If for 
any reason he’s flipped out — if, medically he’s declared incompetent...’ He 
stopped short, realizing that he was in deep water and voiced even deeper 
thoughts. “Hey, come on Verdeschi — you talk like you’ve been drinking too 
much of your own beer. John Koenig — medically incompetent?’ 

‘One way to find out,’ Maya said unhappily. ‘Talk to Helena...’ 

Verdeschi drew in a sharp breath again. The nightmare was taking shape. 
It was the one thing he had always feared would some day happen in his job 
— and the one thing he most detested the thought of. 

But he had always known that his reaction in case it did was inevitable. It 
had to be done. 


‘Go ahead, Tony — say it.’ 

Helena rose from where she sat with Dr Ben Vincent, her second doctor, 
reading computer analyses of the atmospheric components. On her way to 
see Koenig she had bumped into Vincent who, as usual, had an emergency 
for her. They had rushed immediately to the Life Support Centre. The 
computers weren’t functioning accurately, but the whole of the Life Support 
Centre had its own supply, completely independent of the rest of the Moon 
Base. Vincent had discovered an alarming drop in the oxygen recycling 
system, and noted that they were now running out of a supply of clean air. 

She looked tired, and upset. No fresh air meant more sick people. More 
sick people meant more work. And God knew, she had enough worry on her 
plate. Most worrying of all was the mental state of John, and it was with no 
surprise at all that she guessed what Verdeschi had come to her for. 

Although everyone knew, it was difficult to speak about it. 


‘T’ll lay it right on the line,’ Verdeschi said at length. ‘Helena, if John 
won't, or can’t explain the change that’s come over him — if he won’t let us 
try to help him — and there is something he’s not telling us, or is helpless 
against — how do we stop him?’ 

“Those last words are pretty strong, Tony.’ Helena found herself jumping 
to Koenig’s defence. 

‘And Alpha is getting pretty weak... and my being Head of Security is 
getting to be a joke. He’s put a clamp on everything — everybody...’ 

Helena nodded ruefully. She couldn’t defend Koenig’s actions. ‘I’m a 
doctor. I see what’s happening to our Life Support System...’ 

‘And you don’t like it, do you?’ Verdeschi went on strongly. ‘So what do 
you do when it gets to be desperate time?’ 

‘If you had your way, what would you do?’ she asked, playing the 
macabre game. 

‘Hijack an Eagle and try to find out what really did happen on that 
asteroid. Maya thinks the crystal may be the answer... may even have some 
sort of control over him.’ He eyed her evenly. ‘If we can prove that... he 
could be declared... medially incompetent.’ 

Helena stared at him stonily. She kept her spirits up as much as possible, 
and her wits about her, but deep down she suddenly wanted to scream. She 
wanted to tear Verdeschi’s eyes out for even suggesting such a thing. But 
she was a doctor. Doctors were not meant to suffer feelings like pity or 
remorse or love. They were expected to be practical, resourceful and 
detached. 

‘And if you can’t prove it...?’ she asked, a slight tremor in her voice. ‘If 
John is perfectly rational... doing what he’s doing for the reasons he’s said — 
you’re talking conspiracy.’ Her voice had become indignant again, and she 
added a sentiment which, in a professional sense, she partly regretted: ‘And 
those words may be too strong for me.’ 


A deep, rhythmic pulse began to set up inside the alien, indicating that, for 
the moment, the anarchic power that controlled his replica body was in a 
state of calm. He had no refined senses, except those of the Commander’s. 
He was a harsh, cold, formless energy mass under the control of his Creator. 
It was his Creator who moved and acted and spoke through him, and gave 


him the veneer of human niceties and pretences. He could do nothing but 
obey it. 

He gazed calmly through the Observation Room window at the sight that 
was responsible for his rudimentary feelings of well-being. 

He was in the top-most part of the Moon Base, above ground. The roofs 
of workshops, stores and maintenance sections shone starkly. Beyond them, 
pitted and rucked, the bleak lunar surface lay. It stretched timelessly away 
towards the rocky edge of the black, star-studded gulf of space. On the flat 
roof of a workshop below, two space-suited crewmen were working, putting 
the finishing touches to a large, dish-shaped energy reflector. They moved 
gracefully back from it, their bodies drifting in the weightless conditions. 

‘Energy reflector operational, Commander...’ the voice of one of them 
crackled through the communicator. 

The Replica smiled — both at the effect he was having on the Alphans and 
on the rapid progress they were making for him. He spoke into his stolen 
commlock. ‘Unit Two. Status.’ 

‘Unit Two on schedule, sir,’ a voice replied. 

‘Unit Three. Status,’ he requested of another of the work crews. Back 
came the response immediately, ‘Unit Three nearly completed, sir.’ He felt 
a surge of latent triumph, but he kept it down. He spoke generally. 
‘Attention all construction crews. I want all energy reflectors completed and 
operational by 19.00.’ He snapped off the set and moved away from the 
window. 

On the bench that followed the curving walls of the room lay the 
beautiful jewel fragment that he had sampled from the asteroid. It was 
covered with a thin dome of transparent plastic. It glowed and flashed with 
power — the power that would one day act on the priceless patterns stored in 
its molecular structure, and give back the life his Creator needed. Though it 
sparkled and shone, it did not have enough energy yet. It needed more 
power, to make it sing with light and life. When the Alphan power had been 
exhausted, both it and its great parent would need the very life energy of the 
Moonmen themselves, and even then, that energy might not be sufficient. 
That was a risk that the Creator would have to take. 

Adoringly, he reached out to touch the dome, to remove it and to make 
physical contact with the treasured object inside. 


A bleep sounded on his monitor, and he turned from his worship in 
annoyance. The face of a security guard appeared on the screen. ‘Doctor 
Russell outside to see you, sir,’ the guard said. 

His hands froze over the dome for a second, his worldly peace and 
dreams shattered. He felt the same unease that he felt whenever this woman 
presented herself. She was a menace to him. She was the only human on the 
Moon Base who had an intimate claim to the person he masqueraded as. 
She was the only human who could positively prove beyond any doubt that 
he was not who he claimed to be. But there was no way he could eliminate 
her and keep his secret. She was as much a part of the disguise as the 
disguise itself. 

‘Have her come in,’ he ordered brusquely. 

He turned to face the doors which were already sliding open. The figure 
of the doctor stood behind them. For a moment they both stared silently at 
each other, a look of fear in their eyes. 

The Replica broke the silence. ‘What is it, Helena? I’m very busy. Time 
keeps running away from me. I can’t stop.’ The words fell out of his mouth. 
To him they didn’t mean anything. They were annoying hindrances in the 
way of his goal. 

Helena walked forward, her expression changing again to one of concern. 
‘I could talk about what is happening to Alpha — the jeopardy to our entire 
life support systems — but what is just as important, is what has happened to 
you...’ 

He tensed as the mass of negative force inside him boiled up, threatening 
to cancel his fear. Instead, he turned away, concealing his desires. ‘Nothing 
has happened to me. I have a job to do. I’m trying to do it.’ 

‘What did you really find out on that asteroid, John?’ she asked from 
behind him. She took a step closer. Without seeing that she had done so, he 
sensed, electrically, that she had. He shied away from her outstretched arm. 

“‘What’s the matter, John?’ she cried out, upset. She felt wounded by his 
rejection of her — he who would once have been only too eager to take her 
to him at a time like this. ‘Why do you shut me out? Why do you shut us all 
out?’ 

The Replica whirled round, his hands raised to strike her, and she backed 
away in horror. ‘I’m not!’ he barked. ‘I told you all once. We’ve got to 
break this force or we won’t survive.’ He stood rigidly before her, shaking 


under the strain of keeping himself under control. He had failed to convince 
her. 

Helena unexpectedly calmed down. 

‘It may be too late for us by then,’ she told him quietly. He broke away 
from her gaze again, but she continued. ‘I’m concerned over your exposure 
to an alien atmosphere. I want you to have a medical check-up...’ 

‘I can’t stop now, Helena — not for anything...’ he acted out his words, 
more confidently. 

‘I could order you to have a medical examination, you know.’ 

Once more he turned on her. This time his face registered surprise as well 
as wrath. But Helena had become equally resolute and determined in her 
gaze, and they stared challengingly at each other. Helena pressed her 
advantage. “The over-all command of Alpha is your responsibility. 
Everyone knows that...’ 

‘But?’ The Replica eyed her, almost threateningly. 

‘As Chief of the Medical Staff, the health and well-being of everyone on 
Alpha is my responsibility. If I suspect anything, I...’ 

He cut her off again, pouncing on another line of argument. ‘Helena — do 
you think I would do anything to jeopardize the health or lives of our 
people...?’ This time, he found the right mix of feeling for his voice. “Trust 
me, Helena... trust me.’ 

Her expression showed her puzzlement. A transformation had come over 
the Replica, and suddenly it seemed to her that the old Koenig that she 
knew and trusted was standing once more before her. He had spoken with 
such sincerity... 

Impulsively, she reached out and touched him. This time he wasn’t quick 
enough to avoid her, and she felt the chillness of his skin — even with the 
heating off, he felt unnaturally cold. Her mouth opened to express her 
reaction, but something made her keep silent. 

The Replica flinched with discomfort. The composite of conflicting 
forces inside him that formed his mind, decided to ignore the incident — in 
the hope that this sentimental human female hadn’t suspected the truth 
about him. He had given enough time to her now. ‘Helena, I must check in 
with the construction crews...’ 

“Yes, John...’ she agreed, slowly. She was thoughtful and it made him 
more nervous. ‘But don’t you think it’s time you released Maya from her 


quarters? They need her badly in Command Centre.’ 

‘T’ll be the one who decides that!’ he replied emphatically. She turned to 
go, non-plussed. At the door, his voice stopped her. ‘Doctor Russell...’ 

She turned at the name. Koenig had never called her that before — at least 
not recently. 

The person before her smiled thinly. ‘And when this is all over,’ he said 
in an attempt at light-heartedness, ‘I’ll have that medical examination... I 
promise you.’ 

But his face did not look light-hearted. It looked bitter and twisted. And 
his jaw trembled. 

Helena shook with sudden emotion, unable to hide her feelings any 
longer. Two shocks were enough. Glad for the excuse to leave, she about 
heeled and walked hastily from the room. 

The Replica gazed at the empty doorway. Violent desires raged inside 
him. He felt reckless now, knowing that his powers of deception could not 
last long. He yearned for the moment when he would be finished with his 
task and free of the maddening bondage that had been imposed on him. 


Maya was sitting, coolly composed, in front of her dressing table when 
Helena burst through the door. 

‘I touched him. His hands were like ice. I just can’t believe it...’ 

The distraught doctor fell down heavily on the bed, a mixture of sadness 
and fear and the unknown in her eyes. She noticed Verdeschi, who had been 
talking with the Psychon, leaning against the wall behind the door. He and 
Maya instantly came over to her. 

‘Did he react?’ Maya asked earnestly. ‘Did he say anything?’ 

Helena shook her head as she drew one of Maya’s blankets around to 
keep herself warm. ‘Neither of us spoke. But he had to know I knew... he 
couldn’t think I didn’t feel...’ She tried hard to pull herself together. ‘Up to 
that point, I did trust him... I believed everything he said. I didn’t want to 
believe he could be... changed.’ 

Verdeschi put a comforting arm round her. ‘What do you believe now, 
Helena?’ he asked her gently. 

She paused, looking up at him with deep, haunted eyes. ‘I believe 
something terrible is happening to John... and I’m afraid.’ She got 


Verdeschi’s real meaning though, and the thought of it jolted her back to her 
senses. Something, perhaps desperation, had made her think of the large 
sample of crystal that Koenig had brought back with him from the asteroid. 
It seemed logical to suppose that if John weren’t his real self, then that 
might be the cause of it — after all, he spent so much of his time with it and 
never let it out of his sight for long. ‘OK, you’ve got me,’ she told them 
unhappily. ‘I have to admit that John seems to have become unstable. But 
before I agree to your request, I want one more thing to be checked. I want 
that crystal sample looked at...’ 

They both nodded. She was surprised and relieved when Maya said, 
‘That’s just what we’ve worked out. Before we take mutinous action we 
need some facts, to make absolutely certain we’re not making a terrible 
mistake.’ She turned to Verdeschi. ‘One thing. Do we bring Alan in on 
this?’ 

‘No, not yet. Not until we’re sure,’ Verdeschi replied. He looked at his 
watch. ‘You had better start then, and get it. We’ll look after things at this 
end.’ 

There was a tense moment while they all looked at each other; a moment 
of uncertainty and rapid re-appraisal before taking the plunge. Decisively, 
Maya rose from the bed. She stood solemnly before them, lines of deep 
concentration making her face. Her body went stiff and started to shake. It 
began to bend and waver, and slowly dissolved into a white spindle of high 
energy — a dissociation of her basic molecules. The spindle pulsed brightly 
a few times before its molecules joined together again, and a new being 
began to emerge. Helena and Verdeschi waited intently, wondering what 
form her amazing Psychon body chemistry had decided to take. All 
members of the dead race she once belonged to had this rare ability of 
molecular transformation, and the Moon Base were extremely lucky to find 
her. Already, she and her art had become indispensable, saving them from 
difficulties and destruction on more than one occasion. 

The vague outlines solidified into features they could recognize, as the 
aura of bright light faded away. 

‘Joanna!’ Helena exclaimed appraisingly. ‘The operative who has been 
working with John on the power transfer. That’s clever of you.’ 

Verdeschi nodded his approval. ‘Now all we’ve got to hope is that John 
isn’t expecting Maya to try something on.’ 


Maya/Joanna cautiously left the room and headed towards the lifts that 
would take her to the upper levels of the station. Fortunately the corridors 
were mostly deserted, as the Alphans were trying to keep warm in their 
quarters. The temperature, although still dropping, was not yet lethal 
provided people wrapped up well and kept moving. The humidity of the air 
helped too. It was fairly dry, although the moisture level was gradually 
rising and would soon make conditions intolerable. 

When she had got close to the Observation Room, she paused and 
glanced warily down the corridor leading to it. A guard was positioned 
outside. 

She raised her commlock and spoke softly into it. ‘I’m ready to go in... 
when I know where John and that little darling Joanna are.’ 

Helena’s voice whispered back to her. ‘John’s in the Command Centre. 
He must have moved back there soon after I left. Tony’s trying to keep him 
occupied as long as he can, but you’I!l have to hurry.’ 

“That makes my task easier,’ Maya breathed back. ‘Out.’ She clicked the 
set off. As she did so, the Observation Room door opened and the operative 
in question walked out. Maya noticed a closet nearby and slipped inside. It 
was going better than planned. 

She waited until the original Joanna had moved past along the corridor, 
and then stepped out again. Quickly, she made her way back towards the 
room in full view of the guard who looked up inquiringly at her. 

She pulled a ‘silly me’ face, and smiled at him. ‘Forgot something,’ she 
said. 

The guard grinned at her confidentially. ‘I’ll never tell,’ he said. His eyes 
followed her sensuously as she opened the door and closed it behind her. 

The glinting diamond lay motionlessly under its dome, alive with a 
cryptic, winking fire. She moved over to it and removed the transparent 
cover. Working rapidly, she withdrew her hand-laser and blasted a small 
chunk of the crystal away. She replaced the dome and safely pocketed the 
tiny, but ample fragment. Heaving a deep sigh of relief she ran softly back 
to the door, stopping briefly to observe one of the large energy reflectors 
through the window. The construction crewmen had departed now, and the 
ominous dish stood on its own, like the others that had been erected, 
waiting for the Moon Base’s last and largest reserve of energy to be beamed 
from it. 


She left the room, winking secretively at the guard as she went. Hoping 
that she hadn’t let the unfortunate Joanna into a compromising situation, she 
set off down the corridor. The worst part of her unpleasant task was over. 
Now all she had to do was to get safely back to her quarters and examine 
the crystal before John Koenig intervened. As she rounded the corner 
towards the lift shaft however, her heart sank with dismay as she saw the 
tense figure of Koenig striding towards her. 

Her heart banged, but she kept her outward expression. natural. He 
slowed down as he saw her, a wondering expression on his face, and she 
prayed that he hadn’t already seen the original Joanna. 

‘Mrs Craven,’ he said sharply, stopping. 

She jumped and came to a halt, forcing a querying expression to her face. 
“Yes, Commander?’ she asked, as neatly as she could. 

‘Did you program the main power plant for transfer of power to all 
energy reflector units as I asked?’ 

She heaved an inward sigh of relief. “Your orders have been carried out, 
Sir.’ 

She turned and continued on her way, hoping that he wouldn’t pursue her 
further. As she went, she felt his cold, alien gaze fall on her, and every cell 
in her transformed body prickled. 

She hurried thankfully back to her room, where she found Helena peering 
down one of the Medical Section’s microscopes. The optical instrument was 
mounted on a trolley which also contained provision for slide making. 
Maya took out the sample and began to flake off a thin sliver with the 
special geological cutting implements. The material was not as hard as 
diamond, and it seemed strangely pliable by comparison. 

Helena looked more relaxed, and helped Maya mount the slide. There 
was no room for sentiment now, no matter how strongly-rooted, and they 
both knew it. She moved back and allowed Maya to examine the slide 
sample though the powerful lenses. The Psychon studied it for a few 
moments, then, still looking through the eye-piece, she gave an 
exclamation. ‘It’s incredible! I’ve never seen anything like it before!’ she 
gasped. 

Verdeschi came in at that moment and stood expectantly by Helena as 
Maya looked up with a solemn, awed expression on her face. “This is no 
crystal,’ she declared. ‘It is an unbelievably dense, complex type of living 


matter from which all energy has been drawn. But it is not dead. Only 
dormant. Like a seed.’ 

The other two stared at her incredulously and fearfully as a hint of the 
implications began to dawn on them. 

‘It is almost impossible to calculate the effects such a substance could 
have on a human being,’ Maya continued in response to their unanswered 
question. 

Helena looked the most worried. ‘How do we help him survive — to 
combat it?’ she asked pensively. 

Maya looked at them in horror. It was almost as if she had not heard 
Helena’s question, but was continuing on with her own explanation. ‘We 
have to face the possibility that John Koenig is no longer flesh and blood.’ 


CHAPTER THREE 


He was surrounded by the wavy, dark abyss of space. Slowly, he was 
moving through it, though now there were no stars and he did not have a 
ship. His body was exposed to the cold and the vacuum and he expected 
that he must have died. But he kept on moving... he kept on thinking. 
Inexplicably, he kept on living. 

He awoke from his nightmare to find himself again in the bright cave of 
mirrors. They pulsated somewhere on the edge of his memory. The rough, 
bulging facets of crystal resolved steadily into focus, and unwillingly, he 
picked himself up. As more of the past came back to him he felt for his 
commlock, but it had gone. He felt the reassurance of his laser, and held it 
shakily in front of him. 

The high-pitched feed-back noise came again, and his stomach rocked 
nauseously. ‘Christ!’ He held his head, but the sound cut through. He spun 
round to alleviate the noise and watched a multitude of reflections of 
himself. 

The reflections were laughing at him, and he stopped and stared at them 
in groggy disbelief. They were mocking, malevolent, and they were silent. 
Only the faces and lips moved in soundless expressions of comedy. 

He turned and began to run, following his basic instincts. He blundered 
about, but before he could reach the end of the cave the shrill noise 
intensified to an even greater pitch. Before its effect became almost fatal to 
him, it stopped. In its place came a melodic, sing-song voice, which for all 
its beauty seemed to be as hateful as the noise. 

‘Commander Koenig...’ it sang sweetly. 

Koenig whirled around, but he could see nothing. 

‘This is the voice of Kalthon,’ the voice continued. ‘There is no escape 
for you... you are shut off from your people.’ 

Koenig battled with his overloaded senses, and tried to collect his 
thoughts together. ‘Why am I being held here?’ he demanded. ‘What do you 
want from me?’ 


“You were a fortunate accident, Commander... coming into our sector of 
space.’ 

Koenig shouted angrily at the crystal, ‘I ask you again, what do you want 
from us?’ 

“We need your stores of energy. At this very moment your people are 
aiding us to that end.’ 

“You said “we”...’ 

‘My people,’ Kalthon sang possessively. A note of sorrow crept into its 
voice and overpowering feelings of grief began to wash from the walls and 
over Koenig. He struggled to remain detached while he listened to the tale. 
‘A black sun once appeared in our galaxy. It began to absorb all our energy. 
Our technology was powerless against it, but we managed to survive total 
extinction. Our scientists created a seed... endowed it with the remnants of 
our energy and launched it into space...’ 

‘A seed?’ Koenig asked, a puzzled tone in his voice. He aimed to gather 
as much information as he could. 

More light began to pulsate out of the jewel. It shone extra brightly from 
behind him and he turned toward the blank end of the hall. There, a 
brilliant, moving light source had appeared. It hung in mid-air, pulsing with 
a magic that gripped him with involuntary awe. 

“The Heart of Kalthon, Commander...’ the voice sang proudly. ‘A whole 
civilization. Everything is contained here: cities, peoples, animal and 
vegetable life. All in microcosm, all in a state of suspended life... about to 
be reborn.’ 

Koenig felt his anger rising again at the voice’s temerity. ‘So you’d drain 
all the energy from our world, destroy us — so yours can be reborn. What 
sort of uncivilized beings are you to commit such a crime?’ he cried 
bitterly. 

The Heart of Kalthon billowed outward in a resplendent show of 
prismatic colours and light and the voice continued with its narration. ‘The 
process is about to begin. The seed about to be regenerated. The seed is 
programmed only for survival and resurrection. It cannot make moral 
choices or decisions.’ 

The Heart faded, collapsing in a rush of light to a central point that 
vanished in the air. 


The voice ceased and the unbearable high-pitched sound commenced 
again. Koenig stared wildly around him, looking for the tunnel entrance that 
would take him out to the surface. The subterranean hall had become a 
prison of mirrors. They flashed and reflected everywhere, so that it was 
impossible to tell where the exit was. He raised his laser, fired at the nearest 
glass to him and watched it shatter into a thousand shards of brightly 
turning glass. Behind it lay a dark passage. He smiled grimly and, with one 
last look around him, stepped inside it. 

Contrary to the freedom he expected to find, though, the darkness 
converted back into glass. It enveloped his body and froze it into a 
permanent, sculptured reflection that gazed out in anguish and horror. 


‘It works. The ultra-frequency sound seems to split the molecules into 
particles of atoms which bombard the crystal.’ Maya rose from the sonar 
machine that had been brought into her quarters to further her research into 
the crystal. 

Verdeschi stood next to her, looking grimly on. By his side, Carter stood, 
his face turning white. Verdeschi had decided that the time was right to 
bring him in, but the normally cheerful and loyal Australian was having a 
hard time being convinced. 

‘Alan, we’ve got to get to that asteroid and knock out the rest of this 
stuff,’ Verdeschi told him intently. 

‘I’m trying to understand, Tony, but I still can’t buy it. You and Helena 
are selling theories. You can’t prove anything.’ Carter looked frightened. 
There was no conviction in his voice, but he clung grimly to his sense of 
loyalty to Koenig. 

Verdeschi was incensed. He waved wildly around him to indicate Alpha. 
‘How can you be such a dumb, blind kangaroo! Can’t you see what’s 
happening?’ 

‘He’s trying to break us all loose,’ Carter replied stubbornly. ‘It’s made 
him uptight. Besides, all Eagles have been grounded, and the launch pads 
sealed off.’ 

Now Maya tumed on him with an imploring, desperate look in her eyes. 
‘Alan, you have got to help us get to an Eagle!’ 

‘By help, you mean steal,’ Carter’s face set. ‘I can’t do that.’ 


‘Alan, come on, we’re...’ 

‘It’s against all training, all instinct...” Carter was almost crying. 

‘Instinct! Training!’ Maya flared up. ‘You’re hiding behind words.’ 

“They may be just words — to a Psychon,’ Carter replied hotly and more 
cruelly than he intended. ‘But to me they add up to something else. 
Loyalty... and duty. And my duty is to John Koenig.’ 

Maya calmed herself and she spoke evenly to him. ‘If your duty is to 
John Koenig, then you’d try to help him!’ 

But Carter wasn’t listening. He addressed both of them with finality. ‘In 
my book, Cobber, your kind of help is... mutiny.’ He turned and strode 
angrily out of the room. 

Before they could react, a bleep sounded from the monitor and the image 
of Koenig came on the screen. It looked as though it were made of steel. 

“This is the Commander,’ the Replica’s voice issued out. Now it scarcely 
compared with Koenig’s real voice. ‘All Alpha personnel will remain at 
their posts or in their quarters during the transfer of power to the energy 
beam.’ 


Helena and Doctor Ben Vincent stared in dismay at the image of their 
Commander. They knew now that it was only his image, and that it either 
covered a usurper or was somehow controlled by one. But they were 
powerless to convince the rest of the Moon Base staff and avert the tragedy 
that was finally coming to its conclusion. 

‘Deactivate main circuits,’ they heard the cold, crisp voice saying. 

The lights in the Medical Centre flickered and dimmed as the Life 
Support core struggled to regain power when the sudden drain hit it. Helena 
and Vincent both glanced at the Life Support Systems Indicator in alarm. It 
showed a frightening drop. 

‘Helena — support system three is cutting out!’ Vincent exclaimed, 
aghast. ‘We must stop him!’ 

‘Effect transfer,’ the power-drunk, impossible voice continued. 


In the Command Centre where the Replica was, Yasko punched buttons and 
pulled levers on her console, reluctantly carrying out the instructions. She 
could do nothing to stop herself. Unlike the more senior members of the 


personnel, she had less power to argue back, and she had to do as she had 
been trained... as she was told. 

A beam of light sprang from the three energy reflectors on the roofs of 
the outbuildings. They were beams of Life... and Death, and they cut 
through space towards the greedy recipient of their favours. They covered 
the distance in a split second. Thousands of miles away, through the cave of 
darkness, the brilliant, rotating jewel — the compressed Planet of Kalthon — 
began to shine a faint, green colour as the inexplicable revival processes 
inside it began in earnest. 

‘Now Support System six is fading!’ Vincent gasped, back in the Medical 
Centre. 

Helena stabbed at a button, enraged. ‘Med. Centre to Commander!’ 

The Replica’s face appeared again on the screen. As the moments went 
by his composure slipped and he looked and behaved less and less like the 
Commander he had pretended to be. He looked elated and euphoric, but 
also irritated by Helena’s intrusion. ‘Dr Russell — I have no time for 
conversation.’ 

“Well I have!’ Helena’s green eyes flashed with anger. ‘I’m losing Life 
Support Systems three and six. If you take away any more power from me — 
some people may die!’ 

‘Some people...’ the voice faltered, ‘are not all people, Doctor...’ 

The monitor went blank, and Helena stormed out of the room. 

Above her, above the Moon Base, the energy beams glowed even more 
strongly as more of their precious power was fed away. The asteroid’s 
colour had now become a rich green, and it had begun to swell. 

In sympathy with it, the crystal fragment that Maya had procured, began 
to glow green too. Whether this was in harmony with the rest of its parent, 
or because of the escape of stray energy waves from the beams, would 
never be known. 

‘It’s drawing in energy. Like a seed absorbs water!’ Maya exclaimed with 
a mixture of dismay and wonder. “Tony! We’ve got to do something!’ 

They looked at one another aghast. Considerations of respect and rank 
now flew out of their heads, and they ran from the room. 

They ran swiftly down the empty corridor intersection that connected 
them with the Launch Area. Ahead, they heard noises and pressed 
themselves into an alcove. Two armed and watchful guards appeared and 


passed by without spotting them. They ran on again and headed for the 
travel tube. 

They fired their commlocks at the tube doors and they slid apart. With 
relief, they ran inside. The doors closed behind them and they whisked off 
towards the Eagle One Launch Pad. But as the doors opened at the other 
end, they were confronted by another armed guard. 

This one noticed them, and at first he was respectful, but suspicious too 
when he saw their flushed faces. ‘Mr Verdeschi, you shouldn’t be in this 
section. Orders are to let no-one enter Eagles without a signed pass from the 
Commander. I know you’re our Chief,’ he said a trifle guiltily to the Italian, 
‘but the Commander’s orders overrule everything.’ 

Verdeschi’s hand moved involuntarily towards his laser. The guard 
stiffened and moved forward, pointing his own laser at him. ‘And I have 
orders to disarm all personnel,’ he added hastily. 

Verdeschi shrugged, feigning nonchalance. He handed over his laser. The 
guard turned to Maya, but she held out empty hands. ‘I have no weapon,’ 
she told him. 

The guard nodded. He took his commlock from his belt. ‘Sorry, but I’ve 
orders to inform the Commander of any unauthorized personnel in this 
section.’ 

His finger began to switch on the instrument, but he was not quick 
enough for Maya. In a faster time than usual, she had converted herself into 
a snarling, barking alsatian dog. 

The man jumped, and shrank back in horror. He raised his gun but he 
never got to pull the trigger. The snarling animal sprang and he went down 
under it. Verdeschi stepped forward and expertly knocked the man out. The 
guard lay still and the dog now bounded towards Verdeschi, but it was 
wagging its tail. Verdeschi grinned briefly. ‘Uh — uh not now... You can lick 
me later sweetheart,’ he said. 

There was no room for humour, and no time for Maya to convert back 
into her normal form. Dog and Security Chief bounded and ran towards the 
opening doors of the Eagle. 


The power beams intensified. The station grew colder and more lightless as 
section after section switched itself off. Soon, the computers were 


fluctuating so wildly that they couldn’t control the programmed shut-down. 
Sections and appliances began dangerously shutting out and switching on at 
random. All the while, the overpowering feelings of fulfilment, happiness 
and peace washed over the Replica. The cold, unstoppable energy at his 
heart moved in complete symmetry and grace. 

Smugly, the Replica examined the rows of dials and controls on the 
complex equipment banks in the Life Support Centre. The needles in the 
meters swung madly, more in than out of the red danger areas. The signs of 
the Moon Base running out of power filled him with pleasure. 

As he watched, debating whether to accelerate the process still further by 
turning some of the controls to maximum, Helena entered behind him. She 
was angry and out of breath. The repellant aura she cast over him caused 
the unpleasant, irritating feeling to rise inside him once more. He turned. 

“There you are...’ she said. She came further into the room, a look of 
grim confrontation now on her face. ‘You said nothing about coming 
here...’ 

The anxiety that she caused inside the Replica was not so acute now that 
the energy transfer was under way, and he was able to act with her much 
more convincingly. He looked upset, and waved an arm at the controls. ‘I 
wanted to see for myself what terrible things I’m causing to happen. I’m 
sorry. I’ve been too harsh.’ 

Confusion appeared in Helena again. Try as she might, she could not 
fight down her loyalty and love. Meeting him like this, in his present state, 
aroused in her the same conviction she had felt earlier, and the scientific 
case she and Maya had built against him crumbled away. ‘John, you’ve no 
need to...’ 

‘I wish you could understand,’ he said, to his confusion as he realized 
that the double meaning behind his words had been intentional. To his 
horror and loathing he found that the object of his greatest distaste was 
actually becoming attractive to him. For a moment, he had sincerely wanted 
her to understand — to understand the feelings of his Creator, and the race of 
the Creator’s people who were waiting to be reborn. 

Helena was touched by his stumbling attempt at apology. She thought 
now, that she could persuade him to stop his act of folly. ‘I’ve been trying to 
understand. Believe me, we all have. We all really want to help. I was 
hoping when I saw you here, you’d come for that medical check-up. John... 


there’s an important question I must ask you. It’s absolutely vital you give 
me an honest answer.’ 

She moved to him, an imploring yet tender look of concern on her face. 
Involuntarily, his features went taut again and he backed away from her. He 
realized now that her treachery could still stop him from carrying out his 
task and once again he found that he secretly wanted to kill her. 

An alarm sounded and he wheeled round to face the monitor. He punched 
a button and Yasko’s round grave face appeared on it. Behind her, Carter 
was Standing, wearing a look of acute agony. 

“What is it?’ the Replica asked coldly. 

‘Eagle One is space borne, John,’ she reported. 

The Replica’s face contorted, and rage, ever near the surface, flared once 
more inside him. Helena shivered with fear. ‘Where is it heading?’ he 
demanded. 

Yasko and Carter exchanged sinking looks. They felt consumed with 
guilt, but for differing reasons. They still could not bring themselves to 
desert the monstrous being whom they erroneously considered to be their 
Commander. 

‘Eagle One is heading for the asteroid,’ Yasko reported mechanically. 

Helena’s fear turned to terror, for she instinctively knew what the Replica 
would do. She launched herself at his back as he commanded them to shoot 
the Eagle Ship down. 

‘John!’ she screamed out, but he threw her effortlessly off his back with 
some of the latent violence that now teetered on the brink of 
uncontrolability. 

‘Sir!’ Carter’s voice gasped, forgetful of the bond of a friendship that 
bound him to the creature. He was responding now only to his conditioned 
training. 

‘Activate the laser gun!’ the Replica screamed hoarsely. “That’s an 
order!’ 

His face beaded with sweat and lined with the severe conflicting tensions 
that battled inside him, Carter turned to his console and hit a button. 

“Weapons’ Section,’ a toneless, well-conditioned voice told him. 

Zombie-like, Carter spoke his instruction, even though he knew that 
Maya and Verdeschi might be in the ship he was about to destroy. ‘Activate 
laser gun...’ 


Invisibly, silently, the massive laser assembly on the lunar surface above 
their head swung into action. The deadly, indifferent carbon dioxide light 
cannon inside it poised in readiness. 

‘Laser gun on target,’ Carter informed the Replica, shaking 
uncontrollably. 

“Then shoot it down!’ the alien voice yelled. The Replica felt a renewed 
flush of well-being rise inside and he sneered in satisfaction. 


CHAPTER FOUR 


The blunt, unseeing barrel of the giant laser swept slowly across the starry 
lunar sky as it tracked its target. But it did not fire. 

Yasko read her controls, observing that the Eagle had successfully gone 
into orbit around the asteroid. She sighed thankfully to herself as she 
realized that Carter had at last given in to his human conscience and was 
overriding the military circuitry that had been implanted inside him. 

The Command Centre doors burst open and the figure of their 
Commander stormed angrily inside. He looked at the Big Screen, now 
showing a shot of the Eagle orbiting the mini-planet. The jewel had swollen 
grossly, and it was arich, sickly verdigris. 

‘Carter! I gave orders to shoot that craft down!’ The Replica glared at the 
Pilot, incensed with rage and seeping violence. ‘What sort of 
insubordination is this?’ 

Carter looked stricken with an apoplexy. At any moment it seemed he 
would go completely to pieces, but he clung grimly to his composure. 
‘Commander... I can’t... I think it may be... I think I know who’s inside 
the...’ 

‘Maya and Tony are inside it,’ Helena stated. She had followed the 
Replica. 

‘IT ORDERED YOU TO FIRE!’ the impostor yelled, striding toward 
Carter. Instead of cracking altogether, Carter seemed suddenly to find his 
mental bearings again, and he flared up. 

‘TWON’T DO IT!’ he yelled back. ‘I CAN’T!’ 

The Replica appeared on the brink of total madness. His veins stood out 
perilously on his forehead and his eyes burned with a fierce wrath. Tiny, 
white flecks of foam appeared at the corners of his mouth and his nostils 
flared madly. He heaved Carter out of the way and began to operate the 
laser controls himself. 

Helena thought wildly. ‘Commander!’ she spoke loudly and forcibly. She 
didn’t know what to say, knowing only that she had to say something to 


delay his actions. ‘Those lasers will divert power from your energy 
beams...’ The words came spontaneously to her, and they worked. 

The Replica’s hand was poised over the Fire Button, her carefully loaded 
words cutting into his fevered brain. He hesitated, and his eyes narrowed. 

Helena continued. ‘And that will upset your time-table, Commander... 
throw everything behind schedule.’ She paused, watching his reaction grow. 
“You said — time keeps running away from you, didn’t you?’ 

His hand moved away from the button and fell by his side. For a long 
moment he stood perfectly motionless, still with his back to them. 

Yasko and Carter exchanged looks, an almost unthinkable doubt 
beginning to dawn on them. 

Cutting into all their minds came a high-pitched feed-back sound. It 
stabbed through the open doors from the corridor and sliced through their 
thought processes. 

On the Big Screen, the Eagle was landing on the asteroid. 

The Replica turned, surprising them once again. The tiny flecks of foam 
still hung at the corners of his mouth and his eyes looked glazed with 
contained energy, but he was smiling. The smile grew and became the real, 
warm smile of the real Koenig, and the anger in the eyes dimmed away. 

‘I owe you all an apology,’ he said in a gentle, conciliatory way. ‘I have 
been witholding information from you. I see now it was a mistake. That 
asteroid is not only draining our power, but...’ 

Helena winced at his words, unable to tolerate his trickery any more. 
‘Don’t listen to him!’ she cried out passionately. ‘This is not John Koenig!’ 

A double contortion occurred inside the Replica. Only at the expense of 
rupturing internal organs did he maintain his calm. ‘Helena,’ he spoke to 
her gently, ‘if Iam not John Koenig, who am I?’ 

“Touch him, one of you, touch him!’ she cried out. ‘He’s like ice!’ 

The Replica looked at the others and smiled at them. ‘Helena is right. I 
am like ice,’ he said. ‘I must confess that something affected me on that 
asteroid... I don’t know what, but I do know the only way all of us can be 
free is to break loose from its hold on Alpha — on me.’ He turned to the Big 
Screen, conscious now that he had succeeded in attracting some sympathy. 
‘It’s why I gave strict orders that no-one leave Moonbase. I would rather 
have shot them down than to have anyone go there... to some danger even 
greater than mine, perhaps. I hope it won’t be too late to save them.’ 


But Helena was still not swayed. She cast her eyes around the Command 
Centre at the personnel who were coming round once again to believe the 
alien’s trick. “You must believe me!’ she declared intently. ‘It isn’t the way 
he says!’ 

Carter looked away from her gaze. He clearly believed now that he had 
been mistaken, and he looked embarrassed and upset. 

‘Helena, please take hold of yourself,’ the Replica told her softly. There 
was more than a smile of peace on his face now. There was a smirk of 
triumph. ‘Don’t force me to use my authority as Commander. It would pain 
me to have to confine you to your quarters... or order you to Medical Centre 
for observation.’ 

Her first reaction was to continue to fight him, but now she held back, 
and played his game. She realized that she was in danger of losing the 
sympathy and credibility of those around her... the ones who mattered most. 
‘Perhaps,’ she said, with equal smugness to him, ‘I have been overly upset. 
We’ve all been under a strain.’ 

His smile twisted slightly, and faded. She turned and walked towards her 
console, conscious of the gaze of the stricken Carter, who was now looking 
visibly disturbed again. 

The Replica’s jaws tightened, and he turned to Yasko. ‘Increase the 
energy flow to the beam. We must break free,’ he commanded crisply. 

The temperature dropped again. The lights flashed out. The dim yellow 
of the emergency lighting flickered on. From somewhere in the Moon Base 
came the sound of a klaxon intermingling with the continuous high-pitched 
shriek of the Heart of Kalthon. 


Long, dark shadows rippled off the brilliant green mass of expanding 
crystal. The surface blazed like a dazzling underwater sea of light and dark. 

‘The whole surface is transforming,’ Maya said in awe as she and 
Verdeschi watched the scene on the Pilot Section screen. In the background 
the three pillars of greenish-yellow energy that were feeding the coalescing 
mass thickened. More of the Moon Base’s vital resources were being 
quickly used up by the insidious power leech. 

“You can say that again,’ Verdeschi commented grimly from his controls. 
‘It’s going to be one hell of a landing. Hold on.’ 


The ship’s main propulsion rockets thundered smoothly into action. They 
fired just long enough to break the Eagle’s orbit, then, as the downward fall 
began, her mighty descent rockets exploded. Slowly, she sank towards the 
disrupted surface, into the sudden influence of violent magnetic fields 
which tore at her hull and tossed her about like paper. Verdeschi 
compensated with powerful boosters that stabilized the descent, and at last 
she settled down on her four giant suspension pads. 

The engines died away and the two ‘mutineers’ began to unstrap 
themselves. They ran into the Passenger Section and, after checking the 
atmospheric composition outside, activated the ship’s hatchway. 

They were met by a landscape of fierce change. The green rays were now 
intense, blinding. The biological crystal surfaces of the rocks and mountains 
were visibly breaking up and swelling, like the unstable surface of some 
enormous, glistening, worm-infested cheese. An acrid smoke hung in the air 
— the waste product of the obscene conversion that was taking place before 
them. 

‘Ugh!’ Maya shivered. 

Verdeschi was slightly less sickened. ‘Those energy reflectors are 
beginning to cook this place...’ 

Against their deepest instincts they forced themselves into motion down 
the descent steps and on to the squirming, spongy surface. 

They had landed on the co-ordinates set by Koenig and Carter during 
their last flight. To their left they saw what must be the cave entrance that 
they had seen on the Command Centre screen. It looked black and sticky 
now, and the flexible mass of converting matter it was surrounded by 
seemed about to bury it forever. They stumbled towards it, gasping for 
breath. 

It was warm and humid inside. The air smelled putrid and threatened to 
overcome them, but they pushed on into the green, shadowy gloom. 

At length they came to the hall of mirrors, still brightly lit and confusing 
in its duplicity. They looked around them, shielding their eyes from the 
intensity of green light. 

“Tony!’ Maya gasped as she spotted the reflection of their Commander, 
frozen immobile in the glass of one of the mirrors. Verdeschi stared 
incredulously at the image. They had not known what they would find and 
he had been prepared for anything, but the implications of... 


“That Koenig on Alpha is John’s image!’ Maya exclaimed, astounded. 

‘Soon have him out now,’ Verdeschi grunted. He pulled out his laser and 
turned it to low power. He fired at the glass and it shattered and slid in a 
sparkling heap to the ground. The frozen figure behind came abruptly to 
life, and Koenig stepped out. 

“Tony... Maya...’ he threw out his arms in a warm greeting and they 
embraced briefly. 

“We’re for real, John,’ Verdeschi grinned. 

‘But the other you on Alpha, isn’t,’ Maya said. 

‘I know. I saw him... you don’t have to explain about the situation on 
Alpha,’ Koenig told them. ‘I had a dialogue with some kind of disembodied 
voice — Kalthon. There’s a whole new civilization about to explode to life 
here any time now.’ 

Verdeschi turned to Maya. ‘You were right...’ 

‘How is the alien draining off our power?’ Koenig asked. 

‘Reflectors... beaming all our energy...’ Maya began, deeply relieved to 
see and hear the reassuring Koenig taking over command again. 

‘... to the seed — the Heart of Kalthon,’ Koenig finished for her. ‘I saw it. 
It’s like an embryo and it’s in here somehere.’ He searched vainly around 
him with his eyes. 

‘If we can find it, we can destroy it, John...’ Maya said. 

Verdeschi snapped his fingers. ‘Sound! High frequency sound. Maya split 
open a sample of the crystal with sonar.’ 

‘I programmed my commlock to the exact pitch,’ Maya informed them, 
‘when there was nothing else to do in my quarters.’ She smiled, and held up 
her communicator. 

Koenig’s face lightened and he made a rapid decision. ‘Then I’m taking 
your Eagle to Alpha,’ he told them. ‘I’ll get another one down to you. Find 
the Heart of Kalthon and blast it out of existence!’ 

Uncertainly, they nodded. Verdeschi smiled wrily. Neither of them 
expected that they would have to stay behind, but they knew there was no 
option. 

‘Good luck,’ Koenig told them, then turned and ran off down the hall 
towards the cave entrance. 

They watched him disappear. 


‘Well, that’s justice for you...’ Verdeschi began. But Maya nudged him. 
She held up her commlock and smiled. 

‘Adjust yours,’ she said. ‘Then we can play our swan song. We’|l soon be 
off this place.’ 

Quickly, he tuned his commlock in to her frequency. The normally weak 
sonar pitch that they emitted at varying and coded frequencies to open 
doors on Moon Base Alpha was strengthened, and set to crystal-shattering 
frequency. When they were ready they fired testingly at the slowly- 
softening walls around them. They watched with satisfaction as the green 
crystal exploded and cracked. 

They turned and began walking along the cave, training their commlocks 
at random on selected surfaces. The Heart of Kalthon suddenly began 
screaming, its piercing, high-pitched cry beginning to sound out again. The 
note paralyzed them with its intensity and they were enveloped in a 
blinding pall of whiteness. They felt their bodies stiffen and become rigid. 
When the bright light surrounding them died away, they realized that they, 
like Koenig, had been entombed. 

Their frozen eyes gazed fearfully and helplessly out from inside a large, 
transparent block of glass. 


CHAPTER FIVE 


‘Increase power flow to maximum plus five,’ the Replica demanded 
impatiently. Triumph bobbed up and down inside him, but victory was not 
yet his. 

‘Commander...!’ Carter ejaculated, completely taken aback by this latest 
imposition. ‘Our temperature is dropping rapidly... this will eliminate half 
our instruments...!’ 

The Replica turned to Yasko, and looked at her with a hard, smouldering 
gaze of hatred. ‘Do it!’ 

The Oriental girl shivered, and her numbed fingers punched and hit 
levers and buttons. The emergency lighting flickered and dimmed even 
further. 

Frost crystals hung in the air and settled on the walls and equipment as 
the level of scarce moisture in the air turned to ice. The Alphans sat and 
shook at their consoles, where they had been instructed to stay. They had 
been ordered to remain silent unless spoken to, but Helena could contain 
herself no longer. ‘Life support units eleven and twelve are shut down 
completely!’ she commented scathingly. 

The Replica heard her, but he continued his trance-like gaze at the Big 
Screen. The image on the screen was split into two halves; one showing the 
three sickly pillars of light lancing upwards, the other showing the sinister 
green asteroid moving slowly on its orbit in their path. “We’ll soon be free,’ 
he muttered savagely, by way of reply. 

‘..the water in the re-cycling plant is frozen... hydroponics frozen... 
protein production units inoperative,’ Yasko sobbed from her console, still 
unable to break from the terrible hold of the alien. 

‘Maintain power level as is...’ the Replica’s voice interrupted her 
rambling, raving admissions. 

Carter pulled himself together. ‘John! The oxygen units have failed — 
we’re on emergency. We must have more power.’ 

“We need all available power for the beam,’ his Commander’s impostor 
hissed at him. 


‘Alpha is dying!’ Helena exploded from behind her console. She stormed 
over to him. 

The Replica turned on her viciously. ‘I will not have my orders 
questioned! Get back to your posts...’ he stared frozenly at Helena and 
Carter. ‘Get back to your posts — both of you!’ 

The feeling of fear, the acknowledgment of failure, rose in him again. It 
was an irrational, crippling and mindless terror that he couldn’t explain. 
Disaster was impending, yet he couldn’t see why. Something was 
approaching... 

He turned away from them, a dangerous, desperate expression imprinted 
on his face. ‘Increase power flow to maximum plus fifteen!’ 

Carter started forward again. ‘John! We can’t do it! We’ll destroy Alpha!’ 

‘Carter, I gave you an order...’ the Replica advanced on him 
threateningly. 

“That order is countermanded!’ 

The doors crashed open and a loud, familiar voice came from the back of 
the room. The amorphous, amoeboid energy of negativity inside the power- 
jacker expanded rupturingly. He whipped around, as though stabbed. 

Replica and original became locked in a rigid, visual embrace, while the 
Alphans gasped and cried out in surprise and awe. Both felt an abrupt 
twinge of alarm as they realized that now there was no easy way of proving 
who was who. 

“You’re at my desk, alien,’ the real Koenig cried challengingly. 

The Replica’s face cracked into a sneering mask of superiority. He spoke 
quietly and convincingly to the Alphans. “That is an image creature 
projected by the asteroid. Do not listen to it. Destroy it.’ 

Carter and Yasko turned bewilderingly to one another. But Helena stared 
pensively at the two Koenigs, knowing that the final battle was being fought 
between them. 

‘Destroy it!’ the Replica repeated hatefully. 

The real Koenig stepped further into the room. ‘One of us has to be for 
real — one an image,’ he told the stunned and frozen assembly. 

The Replica turned dramatically to his audience. ‘I was on that asteroid — 
I know what its force is trying to do to us. It’s running out of time now... it’s 
the last chance it will have.’ 


‘That is the truth,’ the real Koenig agreed, surprisingly. ‘If it can’t drain 
the last of our power — it will die.’ 

The time-bomb inside the alien ticked to its conclusion. ‘It’s why my 
image was sent — to confuse us long enough to steal these last moments and 
complete the transfer.’ 

The eyes of the Alphans moved from figure to figure, gripped by the 
terrifying drama. 

‘He is the image... he should know,’ the real Koenig agreed, cunningly. 
He darted quickly forward towards his console and stabbed a button. A 
whine of ultra-high frequency sound began to flood into the room. It 
gradually grew in pitch, and the Alphans cried out in pain, clasping their 
hands to their tortured ear-drums. 

The Replica was the only one in the Centre who was unaffected by it. 
Realizing that he had been tricked, he launched himself at Koenig with a 
vicious snarl. The dreadful force that had been imprisoned inside him for so 
long exploded, and his form lost all feeling of its pretence. 

‘Kalthon lives!’ his Creator’s singing voice burst from his lips. 

‘Kalthon dies!’ Koenig contradicted him, his features contorted with pain 
as the note of sound rose to an unbearable pitch. As it reached the frequency 
needed to shatter crystal, the straining body of the alien began to slow in 
mid-flight. Suddenly, it came to a stop, converting back into the rigid, 
grotesque statue of crystal it had once been. The sound was increased still 
further, and before the pain-filled eyes of everyone present — it shattered. 

The cold, hard fragments of jewel collapsed in a glistening, inert heap to 
the Command Centre floor. 

Koenig stabbed at another button while he still had the strength, and the 
deadly sound ceased. Shaken, he staggered over to Yasko’s console. After a 
few fumbling moments, he began to shut down the first of the switches that 
were still relaying Alpha’s vital power to the energy reflectors. 

‘Life Support,’ he requested urgently into the console communicator. 
‘This is your Commander. Halt energy transfer...’ 

The Command Centre personnel began to come round from the effects of 
the sonic radiation. They struggled back to their posts, and with their help 
he was soon able to commence the massive operation of putting Alpha back 
on her feet. 


The three energy beams flickered and dimmed. The sickly plasma caused 
by their powerful micro-wave transmission began to thin, and they lost their 
greenish hue. Soon they had vanished altogether and ten thousand miles 
away in space, the asteroid of Kalthon and its condensed peoples and 
cultures dimmed also. In a state of semi-completion it became unstable, and 
the energy its programmed Heart had stolen to resurrect itself began 
inexorably to destroy it. 

Bit by bit its bio-crystal structure, containing the complex genetic code of 
an entire race of people, began to disintegrate. A chain reaction of 
explosions started, and as they did so, a desperate, frantic S.0.S. message 
was beamed from its surface. 

Koenig’s commlock blipped. ‘Verdeschi to Moon Base Alpha, Verdeschi 
105," 

The Security Chief’s fraught face appeared on its tiny screen. 

Koenig stabbed at the transmitter button and spoke into it. ‘It’s OK Tony, 
we’ ve not forgotten you. Alan’s on his way.’ 

The screen blanked out. A few moments later the image reappeared, 
accompanied by the sounds of distant explosions and cracking rock. 
Verdeschi spoke again. ‘After you left, John, the Heart put us on ice. We 
didn’t think we’d see you again, but stopping the energy flow must have 
fixed it. The ice block shattered.’ 

The screen went dead again. A mess of white lines and crackles came 
over. Somewhere in the distortion Koenig thought he could hear more of the 
explosions. 

Then Verdeschi’s disembodied voice sounded, now more urgent than 
ever. ‘It’s over, it’s all over. The entire asteroid’s going up... for the sake of 
the Holy Mother of Mary, Maya, me, everyone... get us...” His desperate 
plea was interrupted by Maya’s joyful voice. ‘Tony, no need. look! It’s all 
right Alpha, we’ve made visual contact with Eagle Three!’ 

“Well thank space for that!’ Koenig grinned. ‘We’ll see you.’ He clicked 
off the set. 

At his side Helena smiled happily. She took his arm — the real arm of the 
real Koenig — and in the midst of the chaos of restorative activity that was 
going on around them they stole a real, brief kiss. ‘Let’s hope we’ve seen 
the last of Kalthon,’ she whispered blissfully. ‘I couldn’t bear your awful 
coldness!’ 


CHAPTER SIX 


The task of repairing the damage done to the computers and other 
instruments upon which the survival of the Moon Base depended began in 
earnest. Every sector had been hit. Worst of all, stocks of energy-providing 
Tiranium had been all but depleted, and urgent measures were taken to 
obtain fresh supplies. The valuable radioactive element which formed the 
basis of the Life Support Core could only usually be found in trace deposits 
in certain rock formations. It had to be quarried either from the Moon, or 
from other planetary bodies which the Alphans were fortunate enough to 
encounter during their headlong and helpless flight through space. The 
element had been increasingly important since the Moon had been 
wrenched from its orbit around Earth, and since the old thermonuclear 
reactors which they had previously depended on had run out of plutonium. 
Tiranium was many thousands of times more powerful than plutonium, and 
a few ounces could generate sufficient electricity to satisfy Alpha’s entire 
operational and defence needs — 100 - 500 megawatts per day for one to 
three months. 

Practically accessible tiranium deposits on the moon had been all but 
exhausted, but speculative mining work was recommenced — deep in the 
disused lower levels of the Moon Base — while in the Command Centre, 
metal-detecting scanners kept a vigilant watch for likely planetary systems. 

Hardest hit after the Life Support Centre and the instrumentation was the 
Moon Base’s food and atmospheric supply. Plants and yeasts, processed 
into nourishing tasty meals as good as any that had once been eaten on 
Earth, formed the staple diet of the Alphans. It had been discovered by early 
space explorers that, in self-supporting colonies like the Moon Base, and on 
long-distance space missions, the vegetarian diet was the most directly 
nourishing and the most sensible, clean and practical diet to have. In their 
time-honoured way the plants’ natural growth cycles provided the Base 
with an oxygen atmosphere, and their easily-cultivated, edible leaves and 
fruits provided ample food. They not only smelt good and tasted good, they 


looked good too — providing a missing touch of green and colour in an 
otherwise clinical and mechanical world. 

Shermeen Goodwood, the young, pretty eighteen-year-old botanical 
technician who helped run the Hydroponics Section provided beauty of a 
different kind. She hummed a tuneless little melody to herself as she mixed 
the special nutrient solutions needed by the plants, and poured measured 
quantities of them into the water medium. The Section was like a 
greenhouse, with plants of all types and sizes growing from the frames and 
beds. Many of the plants needed their own special conditions to grow in, 
and the Section was divided into see-through temperature and humidity- 
controlled compartments. In one compartment were the giant tanks of yeast 
colonies. In another, Tony Verdeschi’s hops. She warmed with pleasure at 
the thought of the handsome Security Chief, for whom she had developed a 
real, helpless crush. He had his own line in homemade beer-brewing, a 
welcome, if sometimes dubious commodity at the Moon Base. She had 
been the first person he had turned to for help in growing one of the basic 
ingredients. 

Under normal conditions, her plants were healthy. They thrived well, and 
produced a good supply of food. But during the power shortage they had 
been deprived of essential heat, and now they were in a sorry state, many of 
them dead. The hops were among the hardiest though, and seemed to be 
pulling through. Never mind, she thought light-heartedly, for she wasn’t a 
girl to get depressed except over matters of love. The Moon Base could live 
on beer for a few months while she grew fresh plants from the seed store. 
The prospect of living off Tony Verdeschi’s beer for a few months excited 
her so much that she didn’t notice Eddie, her boyfriend, enter to see what 
she was doing. He scowled when he saw her tending the hops. ‘You’ve 
gone hop-happy!’ he said jealously. ‘Since you planted this stuff for 
Verdeschi and that poison beer of his, you don’t know I exist!’ 

‘His beer is not poison, and you’re green with jealousy!’ she retorted 
snootily. 

“You’re darn right I am!’ He sulked nearby, angry and frustrated. 

Verdeschi himself entered, holding a pewter tankard and a large glass 
beaker filled with a rich, brown fluid. He saw Shermeen and his face 
brightened. ‘Hey, Shermeen!’ he cried. “The moment of truth has arrived!’ 


Eddie cringed and hung in the background, watching Shermeen’s 
glowing reaction to the Security Chief. 

‘Terrific!’ the botanist enthused. She put down the measuring cylinder 
she had been holding and came over to greet him. ‘Are we ready?’ 

He nodded. ‘Let’s go and let others sample our wares!’ They swept out of 
the room, the one smiling sweetly at Eddie, the other oblivious of the 
armorous feelings he was attracting. 

Command Centre was back to normal. The calm, industrious scene that 
met them was typical of the Command Centre on a routine day. Verdeschi, 
trailed by an ebullient Shermeen, held up the glass beaker. ‘All right 
everybody — time for the taste of a lifetime!’ He set the tankard down on 
Maya’s console and began pouring in the beer. Helena, Koenig and Bill 
Frazer looked up from their posts in mock alarm. A trace of amusement was 
on their faces. Although most people on Alpha never usually turned alcohol 
down, previous Verdeschi brews hadn’t exactly flattered the palate. The 
Italian seemed unaware of this, but not Shermeen, who was inwardly 
indignant. Verdeschi held up the foaming tankard, ‘Verdeschi’s Brew 
Number 22 - made for the first time with genuine, Alpha-grown hops!’ He 
made a mock bow at Shermeen. ‘Cultivated exclusively by our soon-to-be- 
famous hydroponics botanist, Miss Goodwood! Shermeen — will you please 
do the honours?’ 

With evident pride and delight, Shermeen took hold of the proffered 
tankard. With bright eyes, she looked around the Centre. Her eyes alighted 
on Maya, the woman whom she saw as a rival in her attempts to win 
Verdeschi’s charms. With more than simple pleasure she approached her 
and offered the tankard. 

Maya smiled and declined. “Thanks, but I’d hate to ruin a beautiful 
friendship...’ she said, speaking loudly for Verdeschi’s benefit. 

Verdeschi scowled at her. His pleasure was rapidly dissipating. The 
occasion he hoped would have pleased everyone, seemed to have been mis- 
judged. 

Undaunted, Shermeen turned to Helena — but got another polite refusal. 
‘As Medical Officer... I’d better not...’ the doctor said to her, not wishing to 
offend. Shermeen now looked visibly disconcerted. She tried Koenig, who 
smiled: ‘As Commander — and since I’m on duty...’ Shermeen turned to 
Frazer. ‘And Mr Frazer happens to be on a non-liquid diet...” Koenig 


continued. Oblivious of the grateful smile Frazer flashed to Koenig, 
Shermeen turned back to Verdeschi. 

‘Guess that just leaves you, Tony.’ 

Verdeschi glowered bad-naturedly at his colleagues. Without speaking he 
took the tankard and instead of tasting it first, as he ought to have done, 
gulped down a mouthful. 

It tasted foul. He coughed and spluttered as his taste-buds protested. 
Chuckles of laughter burst out around him. 

‘Something wrong?’ Maya asked, amused. 

Verdeschi banged the tankard down. He glared at her. ‘You’d love that, 
wouldn’t you?’ 

‘We might have misjudged the fermentation...” Shermeen spoke hastily. 
She looked deeply upset. 

‘We did something stupid,’ Verdeschi conceded, wiping the taste from his 
lips with the back of his hand. 

‘There’s another string of hops, Tony,’ Shermeen suggested helpfully, 
trying hard to mend the situation. ‘We could try again.’ 

‘No point,’ Verdeschi told her brusquely. He turned and stalked towards 
his console, without noticing the look of distress his manner caused on 
Shermeen’s pretty face. ‘Anyway, I can’t take time off for that now.’ 

‘Can’t take the time...?’ she asked tearfully. ‘You mean it’s my fault...?’ 
She felt tears welling inside her, and before they burst she turned and fled 
from the Centre. 

Maya and Helena exchanged disapproving looks at one another, but not 
over the poor botanist. 

‘OK, why the disapproval?’ Verdeschi asked bad-temperedly. ‘You didn’t 
taste it! I wasn’t accusing her!’ 

“You didn’t hear the way you sounded,’ Helena told him. “You made her 
think so.’ She looked concerned. ‘Shermeen is a very sensitive girl... very 
impressionable.’ 

‘And she’s also got a way-out-in-space, teenage crush on you, Mister,’ 
Maya reminded him. 

‘Me? Now what’d I do? Just because she cultivated some hops for my 
beer? You’re all over-reacting...” He turned to Helena. ‘Like you said, she’s 
impressionable. She’Il get over it ...’ 


‘All right, everyone — let’s all get over it and get back to work,’ Koenig 
interrupted them. ‘While you were out, Tony, Maya picked up what we 
think might be a planet. It’s too far away yet for our sensors to be sure — but 
if it is a planet, it might contain Tiranium. Maya, try to bring it onto the Big 
Screen, will you please?’ 


In the privacy of her quarters, Shermeen flung herself face down on her bed 
and began sobbing out her humiliation. One moment everything had been 
going fine for her — and the next, as usual, she had put her foot in it. She 
hadn’t learnt the social graces yet, and she harangued herself bitterly for 
allowing her feelings to get the better of her in front of Verdeschi. She 
slanged Maya for her womanly maturity, and Helena and Koenig for their 
common sense. Bill Frazer she could forgive, because he hadn’t been given 
a chance to speak for himself... 

A cold, clammy feeling gripped her, and she lay still for a while, 
wondering whether the affray had actually made her ill. Abruptly, she froze. 
‘No... oh no... oh, please no...’ she pleaded, as she remembered. ‘Don’t 
come again...’ 

The temperature in the small cubicle-like room had dropped. A dark, 
sinister shadow seemed to have entered it. She shook and trembled, 
desperately wishing that she had had the fore-thought to climb into the bed, 
so that she could protect herself beneath its covers. But the emptiness of the 
room above her tugged like a magnet. She knew in the end, that she would 
have to turn over and look. She raised her tear-streaked face from the pillow 
and glanced fearfully to the corner. The face was there. It had returned to 
haunt her. It hung in the shadow, long and thin and sallow, suspended in 
space — the deathly vignette of an ageless man. 


CHAPTER SEVEN 


In the velvet darkness of space, the luminous globe of a planet hung. It was 
a small planet by Earth standards, and the Moon was still a good distance 
off from it. 

‘So that’s what’s been sitting in our trajectory,’ Koenig said. He gazed 
calculatingly at the Big Screen. ‘Magnify.’ 

The planet was enlarged sufficiently to define a haloed shroud of cloud or 
gas. 

“There seems to be an atmosphere. Maya, give us an exact fix.’ 

Maya punched buttons on her console to produce, a moment later, an 
accurate specification on the planet’s location. ‘Constellation — Pintarus; 
Star — 19 Pintarus; Magnitude —minus 27; Planet — uncharted satellite; 
Distance from star —89 million miles; Atmosphere compatible... no 
evidence of adverse conditions; temperature at constant seventy-eight 
degrees... readings of lush vegetation...” Her eyebrows raised. 

‘Hypothesis?’ Koenig asked routinely. 

‘Suitable for human habitation... total absence of all life forms.’ 

Koenig nodded, well pleased with the report. ‘Sounds and looks good to 
me. We’ll look upon this planet as a possible new Earth, a place to settle.’ 
He tumed to Frazer. ‘Locate a landing site, Bill; preferably near the 
vegetation.’ 

Frazer nodded and began to make some computations at his console. The 
thought of one day being able to return to Earth had long become a fantasy. 
Ever since the fateful day, five or more years ago, when the radioactive 
waste dumped on the lunar surface had exploded, every second took them 
further from their home planet. The range of their fastest Eagle Ship fell 
hopelessly short by many hundreds of light years. In fact, no one knew 
exactly how far away they were from Earth, for successive space warps 
which they had encountered had plummeted them into different Times. 
Nothing short of a miracle —another chance journey through Space and 
Time — could now return them. The search had long been shifted to an 


earth-like planet, rather than to Earth herself, and if one should appear they 
would gladly leave their lunar home and settle on it. 

Before they could proceed with the matter further, Helena’s vaguely 
worried face appeared on Koenig’s monitor, contrasting markedly with the 
hopeful, optimistic mood in the Command Centre. ‘John, I just left 
Shermeen.’ 

‘Anything wrong?’ Koenig asked, concerned. 

‘Probably not. But she was upset... said she had bad dreams... saw a face 
staring at her out of the darkness.’ 

Maya overheard and turned to Tony. ‘See what you caused, Tony. You 
were looking right at her when she ran out of here — half crying.’ 

Verdeschi threw up his arms. ‘Why me again? Everybody admitted the 
kid was impressionable.’ 

‘Did you sedate her?’ Koenig asked. 

‘I didn’t. She wanted to go back to Hydroponics and I let her. I thought it 
would help get her mind off the dream. Please tell the others not to bring up 
her having the dream when they see her. As I said, she is very 
impressionable.’ 

Koenig nodded. He glanced around him for confirmation. ‘They’ve got 
the message.’ He clicked off thoughtfully. His mind turned back to the 
landing and exploration proceedings. ‘Tony, make a list of key personnel 
we’ ll need for the landing party.’ 

‘With the presence of that vegetation, John, I suggest we include a 
botanist,’ Maya advised. She added quickly, ‘But I would exclude 
Shermeen — it could be too much emotionally for her now; you heard what 
Helena said.’ 

Verdeschi complained. ‘But she’s a good botanist... not going on this 
exploration’d break the kid’s heart!’ 

‘Another time,’ Koenig decided firmly. ‘We’ll take Eddie Collins in her 
place. And I think you’d be the best one to explain it to her... let her down 
easy...’ 


A tangle of dead plants, killed when the Hydroponics Section had been 
frozen, still needed to be cleared, and Shermeen set herself reluctantly to 


the task. Verdeschi’s hops, in the next-door compartment, could rot for all 
she cared. 

She began pulling away the limp, rotting foliage and piled it into a heap 
on the floor. She hadn’t got far with her work when an odd, slightly echoing 
voice called her name. 

‘Shermeen...’ It was a soft, gentle voice, odd because it sounded like no 
one that she knew. She stopped her work and looked down the pathway 
through the transparent compartments towards the main door. 

‘“Shermeen... over here...’ The voice sounded again, this time close 
behind her. The warm, regulated air of the compartment became suddenly 
chill. The artificial sunlight less intense, as though a cloud had passed over. 

Terror returned to her. Her heart banged in its casement. The face was 
manifesting itself, for the third time. When it had first formed, after 
Verdeschi had returned from Kalthon, she had put it down to a bad waking 
dream. When it had formed the second time, after the scene in the 
Command Centre, she had thought seriously that she was cracking up, 
despite Helena’s diagnosis to the contrary. Now... she didn’t know what to 
think. 

Trembling, she turned to look. 

‘Do not resist, Shermeen... let me come through. I won’t harm you...’ the 
strangely comforting voice spoke once again. The long, ascetic, transparent 
face was hovering in the midst of a clump of tall, flowering lupins. It smiled 
paternally at her. On previous occasions it had not talked to her. Now its 
voice soothed her and took away much of her fear. 

“What do you want?’ she asked, more boldly. There was a persistent, 
subtle charm about its voice and looks that attracted her. 

The face smiled more strongly, and its body, till now the missing part, 
shimmered into translucent existence. She gasped in awe and surprise, 
taken by the man’s physical beauty. He was in his late thirties, attired in 
slacks and a simple tunic, and he had about him an air of integrity and 
fatherly authority. She felt deeply and helplessly attracted to him. 

‘I want to help you,’ the voice said to her. 

‘Help me?’ Shermeen repeated weakly. 

Before the figure could reply, it had shimmered away into the air again. 
The chill remained though, and from the direction of the corridor she heard 
approaching footsteps. The main door opened, and Verdeschi appeared. 


‘Shermeen... you in there?’ his muffled voice called out. ‘Shermeen?’ he 
repeated, when he didn’t get any reply. He made his way through the 
compartments and eventually saw her. He opened the connecting door and 
stood in front of her. ‘There you are...’ he said, uncertainly. Now he had 
found her he seemed at a loss for words. 

“What do you want, Tony?’ Shermeen broke the silence. 

Verdeschi grinned disarmingly. ‘Ahh, don’t be sore, Shermeen. I didn’t 
mean anything by what I said — it wasn’t the hops. I guess I just wasn’t born 
to be a beer-maker...” He shivered. ‘Uh, it’s cold in here. Haven’t they got 
the ducts working yet?’ 

Shermeen turned nervously, and resumed her weeding operation, 
conscious that her ghostly visitor must still be in the room. She didn’t want 
Tony to know about it. ‘It makes no difference, Tony. I can’t get over it just 
like that...’ 

Verdeschi came closer to her. ‘Still mad at me?’ 

‘I’ve got other things to do.’ 

The Italian sighed. Dismally, he realized that his task wasn’t going easily. 
He struggled with his words. ‘Uh, listen — I, uh, there’s something I’ve got 
to tell you. Good news in a sense... We’ve come across a new planet... well, 
the Commander’s sending a small landing party there for a little exploring 
to see what’s cooking.’ 

These words had an immediate effect on her, and he cursed himself for 
being too slow. She turned, visibly brightening. ‘When?’ she asked 
expectantly. 

“Well, uh... I don’t think you’ll be able to go...’ 

A look of pained puzzlement crossed her pretty features, and Verdeschi’s 
stomach tightened in anxiety. ‘Not go?’ she cried. 

‘Uh, we still haven’t got all our sensor reports in. The Commander isn’t 
sure what we’ ll find — but if it looks good there, I’m sure we’ go back...’ 

She cut him off indignantly. ‘But you know I’ve been collecting 
specimens from every place we’ve been to?’ 

Verdeschi shrugged weakly. ‘I tried to tell them...’ 

She fought back her tears of disappointment. ‘You tried to tell them? It 
was probably your idea I don’t go!’ 

‘Shermeen, I...’ 


She wasn’t listening to him. The threatened tears burst out. ‘I hate you! I 
don’t ever want to see you again!’ 

Mortified, Verdeschi reached out his arm and touched her. ‘Please, 
Shermeen...’ he urged, gently. 

She shrank away. ‘Don’t touch me!’ 

‘I’m sorry...’ he shook his head helplessly. He backed away, and turned. 
Best let her cool off, he thought. There was nothing more he could do. 

‘I bet!’ she cried accusingly through tears as he walked away. 

The room went quiet, and out of the quietness came the voice again. It 
was persistent, and would not leave her alone. But she found now that she 
was even less afraid of it than before. In fact she now began to find the idea 
of it bizarrely comforting. It was a friend, a confidant to turn to at this time 
of stress, even though it was a figment of her imagination. 

She turned slowly. 

‘No, Shermeen. I’m not a figment of your imagination,’ it said warmly as 
their eyes met again. 

She looked at the figure in greater detail, and this time noticed a silver 
medallion hanging about its neck. The medallion flashed and glinted 
hypnotically and sent her into a kind of mild trance. 

“Who are you?’ she asked wondrously. ‘Where do you come from?’ 

‘My name is Vindrus,’ the figure replied matter-of-factly. ‘And I suppose 
you could say I come from Sunim.’ 

‘Sunim?’ 

Vindrus laughed a rich, pleasant laugh. He seemed more human to her 
now... and more handsome than ever. ‘The planet you’re now approaching... 
where you will find the answer to your present unhappiness,’ he replied. 

Reminded of her problems, which to her seemed unsolvable, she became 
bewildered and slightly thrilled by the prospect that he might think they 
were solvable. “That’s... not possible,’ she said. 

‘I assure you it is,’ the insubstantial Vindrus replied to her. “You have my 
word.’ 

‘But I — I won’t even be allowed down to Sunim...’ she said, confused. 

‘I heard. But trust me, Shermeen,’ he smiled reassuringly. “Do as I ask 
and you will go with the landing party.’ His phantom being rippled, and his 
arm extended. Its jewelled fingers indicated a tall, exotic plant with 


luxuriant mauve blooms that was growing next to the lupins. ‘Is that 
Magnus Lilarium?’ he asked her. 

She nodded. 

‘Break open the pod and select a healthy seed.’ 

Eagerly, she did as she was told. A fiery rebellion launched itself inside 
her, and she worked with sudden confidence, prompted by her ally’s words. 

‘Put the seed on the propogatscope,’ he directed. 

With the large seed in her hand, she walked through into the small 
instrument-room-come-laboratory. She took the covers off the instrument 
he had indicated, and placed the seed on the central plate. 

‘Now bombard it with protons,’ he called out through the connecting 
door. He seemed unable to follow her, but she did not question this; happy 
just to have him there, to help her. She activated the machine and awaited 
with interest the outcome of the experiment. The machine had been 
developed to produce high-yielding hybrids by changing the atomic 
structure of seeds and plants. 

‘Increase the bombardment,’ Vindrus ordered, and she did as she was 
bid. The machine began to hum loudly and the needle on its warning dial 
crept into the red danger zone. 

‘Continue,’ Vindrus called, sensing her apprehension. The needle swung 
into the red danger zone and stayed there for a few moments. ‘Now switch 
off.’ Gratefully, she turned the machine off. ‘Carefully extract the seed.’ 
Following his instructions she picked up a pair of tongs and withdrew the 
seed from the plate. ‘Now plant it — straight into the granules.’ 

She returned to where his figure shimmered among the lupins, and got 
down on her hands and knees. Puzzled, she pressed the irradiated seed deep 
into the inert clay granules of the growing medium. This was not the normal 
procedure to follow when rearing seedlings. 

‘Now, return to your quarters,’ Vindrus concluded. A note of impatience 
had crept into his voice, and she looked up protestingly. 

‘But I don’t understand,’ she complained. ‘Why have...’ 

Vindrus ushered her out good-naturedly. ‘No time to explain, Shermeen. 
Go quickly.’ 

Footsteps sounded in the corridor outside and he urged her all the more 
strongly. ‘Hurry, Shermeen, hurry!’ His shimmering figure faded away, 
though once again the room remained chill. 


She hesitated, and then she obeyed, walking quickly through the 
compartments. At the door she almost collided with Eddie. He was looking 
particularly pleased with himself, and she guessed why. 

“Hey, what’s the rush...?’ he asked her. In reply she turned and walked 
stiffly away. He shrugged. ‘Suit yourself.’ 


A sickly, heady scent hung on the air and he crinkled his nostrils as he 
moved past the plants, on his way to pack the equipment he would be 
needing on the expedition. Before he reached the instrument room, his 
attention was drawn to an exceptionally tall plant with large blue leaves. It 
was adorned in blooms which hung in lurid, yellow cascades. The scent was 
overpowering, and he coughed and spluttered as the irritant vapours struck 
the back of his throat. 

“What the...’ he gasped, dimly wondering where the plant had sprung 
from. 

The air grew icy and the ghostly face of Vindrus formed. The force of his 
manifestation absorbed all the heat. Moreover, it absorbed all pleasure and 
all life as it smiled triumphantly and gave a hollow chuckle, watching 
Eddie’s body collapse, twitch and lie still. 


‘All gear on board Eagle One, Tony?’ Koenig checked. He, Maya and 
Frazer, all garbed for flight, headed down the corridor towards the travel 
tube. 

‘All aboard,’ Verdeschi replied moodily. He was not to be a part of the 
landing party. 

‘T still can’t figure what hit Eddie Collins so suddenly,’ Koenig shook his 
head in puzzlement. 

‘Helena diagnosed it as a case of the old-fashioned jitters,’ Maya 
commented lightly, but Koenig seemed to ponder all the more deeply on the 
matter. ‘And I kept telling Eddie there were no life signs down there, but 
you know Eddie — he’s always dreaming up dragons on unknown planets.’ 

Koenig frowned and turned to Verdeschi. ‘Speaking of dreams, you’ll 
keep an eye on Shermeen...?’ 

‘If she doesn’t poke it out first,’ Verdeschi retorted. 


They reached the travel tube and the doors opened. They stared 
unbelievingly inside them. Shermeen was sitting calmly inside, packed and 
ready to leave. ‘I knew you’d be needing me,’ she spoke before they could. 
A bright twinkle of cheerfulness and healthy vitality had returned to her 
eyes, and she was smiling radiantly. 

Koenig’s puzzlement grew. ‘How?’ he asked her slowly. 

She shrugged light-heartedly. ‘I... just felt it.’ 

They stood before her, uncomfortably. Except for Verdeschi, they were at 
a loss as to what to do with her. 

An idea came to Maya, and before the situation could deteriorate into 
another embarrassing scene, she nodded imperceptibly at Koenig. He 
moved toward her and she whispered, ‘Let her come, John. Now I want to 
watch her.’ 

Koenig nodded, seeing the wisdom. ‘I think you’re right,’ he said 
thoughtfully, and turned to Shermeen. ‘It looks like we do need you after 
all,’ he said. ‘Make room.’ 

Except for Verdeschi, they piled inside with their equipment. Shermeen 
jumped up with joy and moved her carriers and sample bags. ‘Oh thanks!’ 
she said. “You really don’t know how much this means to me!’ She even 
smiled forgiveness at Verdeschi through the closing doors. The others 
looked up at the ceiling, feigning casualness. 

Tony grinned cheerfully back at her. 


CHAPTER EIGHT 


Gnarled, mature trees cloaked in mantles of green leaves and heavy with 
fruits and blooms stood as they must have done for ages past in the sylvan 
forest. The lower boughs were obscured by lush bushes and strange, 
beautiful plants. There were more shades of green and more breathtaking 
colours than any member of the landing party could remember seeing on 
Earth. Yet, at one time or another, in the almost forgotten past, they must 
have experienced similar sensations of beauty and awe. They walked 
through the vegetation, their starved bodies touching the cool leaves and 
inhaling the heady fragrance. Yet there was a cold, sinister feel about the 
forest too, that only gradually made itself felt. There were no bird-calls, no 
animal rustlings, no insect hums... and for all its apparent brightness and 
vigour of growth, the forest was strangely chill. As they journeyed deeper 
through the trees in search of suitable land, they left the clearing and the 
Eagle far behind and the feeling of malice increased. The only member of 
the party who seemed at ease was Shermeen. Her beautiful innocent figure 
was wandering off ahead of them, sampling berries and flowers, and noting 
down details of botanical interest. 

Pensively, Maya pulled out a portable environmental sensor and began 
studying it. 

‘Any variations in the pre-landing readings?’ Koenig asked her. 

‘No hostile elements in the environment. Temperature’s dropping, about 
fifty degrees...’ She frowned. ‘No life forms.’ 

‘That’s odd... about the temperature,’ Koenig told her. ‘Keep checking at 
hourly intervals.’ The air grew chillier as though charged with a malevolent, 
negative energy. He was about to order a return to the Eagle when the 
bushes and trees suddenly thinned out. A building loomed up in front of 
them. He held up his hand. They stopped, almost at the edge of the clearing, 
shielded from view by a clump of tall plants. 

‘Everyone stay close,’ he warned. He drew back the leaves cautiously 
and peered out. 


The building was not so much an architectural structure, as a shape. It 
was a cube — no more than twenty feet in height. Its walls were perfectly 
smooth and windowless, and glistened as though they had been freshly 
painted. A single wall, like a monstrous, black triangular fin, rose out of the 
turf in the foreground and cut half-way through the cube. The apex of the 
triangle rose some ten feet higher above the centre of the cube, and glinted 
in the sunlight. 

Koenig pushed his way through the foliage and stepped into view. The 
building was surrounded by a smoothly-cropped, green lawn. A perfectly 
straight pathway cut across it and disappeared at the base of the building. 
He squinted and noticed that, in fact, there was some kind of a dip beyond 
the lip of the turf. He moved closer and saw that, beyond the lip, the path 
led down to an arched entrance. He waved the others out, and they began to 
approach warily, their laser guns drawn. They had not gone far when a 
sudden rumbling sounded. The turf and building vibrated, as though struck 
by a small earthquake. A deep roar sounded from the doorway and some 
enormous shape began to make its way up the steps beyond the lip. 

They held their ground gallantly, until a strange creature had fully shown 
itself. 

It stood some seven feet tall — and ugly. It was shaped a bit like a giant 
brontosaurus from Earth’s pre-history — but there the resemblance ended. Its 
neck was much shorter, and similar to a fire lizard’s. Oily, gill-like scales 
covered its huge body. Vicious, crab-like claws sprouted from its shoulders 
beneath its head, and they snapped emptily at the air in front of it. It located 
them with its single, veined eye and gave out another mighty roar. It braced 
itself, then lumbered surprisingly rapidly towards them on four, fat webbed 
feet. 

Once more the land seemed to shake. Maya noticed in puzzlement the 
vibrations didn’t actually register through her feet — they registered through 
her vision. But she didn’t have time to debate the issue. The creature’s 
snapping claws and horned, lowered head were almost on them. 

They backed off with a mixture of fear and outright amazement. Their 
sensors had denied all existence of zoological life on the planet. 

Koenig spun aside, and tripped. He fell heavily against a boulder, 
helpless in the creature’s path. Desperately he raised his laser to its 
oncoming face and fired at it. Instead of dropping the dragon monster in its 


path, as it ought to have done, the gun only gave a feeble, useless ‘click’. 
Frantically, he depressed the fire button again and again, struggling to his 
feet. Still the gun refused to work. Seeing his Commander’s plight, Frazer 
stepped forward and fired his own laser at the creature — but this too was 
dead. Whatever was sucking away the heat seemed also to be sucking away 
the energy that their guns relied on to function. 

Snarling and bellowing, the heavy monster thundered to within inches of 
them, its claws scissoring in anticipation, its long, thin horn glinting 
menacingly. Thinking quickly, Frazer grasped Koenig’s hand and jerked 
him away and they both fled with Maya into the trees. 

They raced breathlessly for several minutes before they realized with 
relief that the creature wasn’t following them. They heard its bellow of 
rage. Through the matted branches they watched its huge, trundling mass at 
the edge of the turf, trying vainly to follow them. 

‘Tt can’t move out of that area for some reason,’ Maya gasped, getting her 
breath back. They sat down, grim and bewildered. Koenig whipped out his 
commlock and activated it, already suspecting the worst. 

‘Moon Base Alpha. Come in, Moon Base Alpha.’ He waited patiently for 
a response, but there was nothing — nothing save the intense silence of the 
forest. ‘This is Koenig,’ he repeated urgently. ‘Moon Base Alpha. Urgent. 
Come in Moon Base Alpha.’ 

When he still got no response, he turned grimly to face Frazer and Maya. 
‘All right, here’s what we’ve got: a communications blackout with Alpha, 
our weapons neutralized, a creature our sensors told us was non-existent... 
and it was hostile.” He looked to Maya. ‘What do you think?’ 

Maya pursed her lips and shook her head. ‘I don’t like it... there could be 
a shielding force from that structure. That would have blocked out our 
scanners. It could be the same force that cut off communications with 
Alpha, and neutralized our weapons...’ She broke off, unconvinced. From 
where they sat they had a good view of the black building through the 
foliage. They stared intently at it. 

‘Some life form — some being with intelligence, had to build that,’ 
Koenig commented, hoping to spark off ideas. 

“That creature must be guarding it for a reason,’ Frazer observed. 

Koenig nodded. ‘It’s the inside I want to know about.’ He came to a 
decision. ‘Maybe, Bill, you can raise Alpha for us from the Eagle... and 


when you come back, bring a rocket launcher with you.’ 

‘Aye aye, Cap’n...’ Frazer rose unwillingly to his feet and began to move 
off. Soon his figure was lost in the motionless undergrowth. His abrupt 
departure made them aware of the fact that Shermeen was missing. 

“Where’d she go?’ Koenig asked in alarm. He and Maya rose to their feet 
and began calling her name, searching for her in the endless growths. 


Shermeen hummed quietly to herself, reaching for a cluster of bright blue 
fruits that were hanging from a bush. The sample bag she wore around her 
shoulder was crammed to capacity with berries, nuts, leaves and flowers. 
The tape recorder into which she spoke her observations had nearly run out 
of tape, and she was debating whether to return or not when Vindrus 
materialized in front of her. She gasped, not really expecting him to 
reappear now that her problems had been so easily solved. She glanced 
hesitantly in the direction of Koenig and the others, to show the ghost that 
she really ought to be getting along. But she was struck again by his 
extreme handsomeness, and by the avuncular, reassuring smile that he gave 
her. His projection hung motionlessly by her side. His arm was raised in the 
direction of the cube-like building she had noticed earlier, and he seemed to 
be directing her to go there. Obediently, she found herself complying. 

His unearthly figure glided evenly through the trees in front of her. His 
back was to the building, his radiant eyes flashing at her and the silver 
medallion twirling and twinkling around his neck. By the time she reached 
the clearing, she was completely under his spell. She moved across the turf 
as in a dream, unafraid of the lumbering monster that stepped considerately 
to one side in order to let her somnambulent figure pass by. 

Mesmerized, she descended the steps and walked through the open 
doorway into the dim interior beyond. The dark air was so chill and crisp 
that even she noticed it and it brought her round. 

Vindrus’s form hovered spectrally in the gloom. 

Her eyes adjusted, and she made out smooth, grey walls, and in the 
centre of the room two identical translucent cabinets. Each cabinet was 
large enough to hold a man, and behind them was a bank of controls and 
dials, half-shrouded in the dimness. Six square pillars formed a hexagon 
around the cabinets, supporting the roof. They were decorated with vividly 


drawn illustrations, depicting, she was surprised to note, the evolutionary 
process of Mankind. 

As she gazed, spell-bound at the scene, beams of white light burst 
suddenly out of the darkness. They revealed strange, cabbalistic markings 
and the sinister, scorched outlines of human forms on the walls and floors. 
She shuddered in awful recognition. Dark terrors began to assail her, not 
least of all the sudden memory of the giant dragon creature she had seen on 
the lawn. Its image returned to her with fearsome clarity. 

‘Why didn’t that...?’ she began, at a loss to find the right word to describe 
it. 

‘Thaed,’ Vindrus informed her. ‘It didn’t attack you because I promised 
you wouldn’t be harmed.’ 

‘I wasn’t even frightened,’ she said, looking startled. 

“You’ll not fear on Sunim, Shermeen. My concern is for your well-being. 
But first I must come from my world to yours.’ 

‘I—I don’t understand,’ she stammered, now totally mystified by the rush 
of events. ‘You’re already here.’ 

Vindrus laughed hollowly. ‘Only in spirit, my dear girl. Not substance.’ 
As a demonstration, he attempted to touch one of the cabinets, but his 
vaporous hand passed through it. “This machine will enable my corporal 
body to come over into your world. If you’ ll assist me.’ 

‘Me? How?’ she asked, intrigued by the mysteries. She felt obliged to 
help him. 

‘Look around you,’ he said to her. “The scorch marks... these marks on 
the cabinet...’ His hands indicated fierce burn-scars which melted and 
charred the substance that they were made from. ‘An unfortunate accident. 
Sometime in the past, the generator exploded. So before I can help you, you 
must help me...’ he finished cryptically. “You must help me to enter your 
world so that I may continue my life — before it is too late!’ 


The Thaed rumbled and roared its wamings through the trees, as Koenig 
and Maya ceased their search for the missing botanist. They had covered all 
the forest surrounding the immediate vicinity of the unwholesome building 
— without actually exposing themselves to the guardian monster. 


‘Disappeared!’ Koenig exclaimed, angry with himself. ‘And I made the 
decision to let her come.’ 

‘On my advice, John,’ Maya told him. She looked upset, and gazed in 
despair around her through the foliage. ‘The poor girl. Whatever could have 
happened to her?’ 

A rustle of undergrowth sounded and they both turned expectantly, but it 
was only Frazer returning with the rocket launcher. He came over to them, 
and Koenig informed him of the bad news. Frazer shook his head 
unhappily. 

‘It’s bad news all round,’ he said. ‘I can’t raise Alpha from the Eagle, 
John.’ 

They looked despondently at one another. ‘Maybe Shermeen went back 
to the ship?’ Maya suggested hopefully. 

‘If she did, I didn’t see her,’ the pilot said. ‘I...’ 

‘Then that only leaves...’ Maya began urgently, cutting him off. She 
turned to Koenig and he nodded dejectedly. They turned towards the black 
building. 

‘I know, Maya,’ Koenig said. ‘Whichever way you look at it, we’ve got 
to get inside that place.’ 

Maya grew suddenly thoughtful and a determined look appeared in her 
eyes. She stood rigidly in front of them, deep in concentration. Her outline 
faded in a blaze of burning, pulsing energy as she allowed herself to convert 
to a rotating spindle. Her molecules hummed and sang in protest at their 
enforced dissociation. Koenig and Frazer stepped obligingly back, giving 
her space to do her own thing and complete the complicated transformation 
process. 

The bright spindle collapsed and out of the fading glare stepped an alert, 
bush-tailed fox. His pointed ears pricked and his small head spun round in 
the direction of the Thaed. With a bound, he sprang off towards it. 

Leaves and branches slid swiftly past her as she manoeuvred her new, 
sleek body through the undergrowth. To her, it felt that she had always been 
a fleet, soundless and crafty fox. She came to the turf and sprang headlong 
across it before the lumbering Thaed could respond. It bellowed in rage at 
her and launched itself after her, but it was too late to prevent her reaching 
the steps and the safety of the gaping doors. 


Expertly, she changed back to her usual Psychon form and advanced 
cautiously inside the black building. She drew in her breath as the evil cold 
enveloped her. After a moment, she was able to make out the various 
outlines and shapes amongst the shadows. The drab, cell-like room 
appeared to be deserted. She wandered around among the objects and 
pillars, studying them. At length, she flicked on her commlock 
experimentally. 

‘John?’ 

“Yes, Maya,’ Koenig announced himself. His familiar face flickered on 
the screen and she warmed at the sight. 

“Then our commlocks are working again,’ she said. ‘I just wanted to 
check.’ 

‘For just so long as some force wants them to, I’m afraid,’ Koenig’s 
joyless voice came back. ‘But keep talking. Tell me what you see.’ 

As she talked she continued with her examination of the room. ‘The 
interior’s a bizarre mixture of the archaic and the advanced... it’s some sort 
of temple — except...’ 

‘Except what?’ 

‘No altar. A machine...’ 

‘Operative?’ 

‘Going closer to investigate.’ She moved through the unfriendly shadows 
towards the silent cabinets and the banks of equipment. Only her footsteps 
relieved the tomb-like silence. ‘John, one thing, that feeling... it’s stronger 
in here...’ 

A tense silence over the commlock indicated that Koenig and Frazer 
were worried. She reached the first cabinet and as she reached her hand out 
to touch it, a figure moved silently out of the darkness towards her. She 
shrank back, but sighed with relief when she saw that it was Shermeen. 
‘Shermeen? Are you all right?’ she asked. 

The figure of the botanist looked pale and drawn. When she spoke, she 
sounded defensive. ‘Of course. Why shouldn’t I be?’ 

The Psychon glanced around her nervously. ‘How did you get here?’ she 
asked. 

‘I walked in,’ the other replied complacently. 

Maya regained her composure. Non-plussed, she informed Koenig of her 
find. 


‘In the temple?’ Koenig’s listening voice sounded puzzled. 

“Yes... she said she walked in. She must have slipped in while that 
creature was concentrating on you.’ 

“The problem now, is how to get her out!’ 

‘John, I’d like to put the interior on video... I think it’s important,’ she 
said, by way of response to him. 

‘Go ahead.’ 

She scanned her commlock from pillar to pillar, relaying the graphic 
illustrations of pre-history to the waiting Koenig and Frazer. Then she cast 
it round the other objects in the temple, hoping that they would be able to 
observe them in the dim lighting. Silently, standing like a pale ghost at her 
side, Shermeen watched her. 

Maya finished and brought her commlock back up to her face. On the 
screen, Koenig looked as though he had undergone a profound conversion. 
“We'll have to use the same tactics to get her out that got her in,’ he said 
with determination. 

‘A decoy?’ 

‘We’ ve got to take the gamble!’ The screen went silent for a moment and 
she waited patiently while Koenig conversed with Frazer. His face returned. 
“We’re going to create a diversion. When the creature’s distracted, you and 
Shermeen run for the Eagle!’ 

‘T understand.’ Maya clicked the set off and reholstered it on her belt. She 
cast a glance about her in the darkness, looking for Shermeen, but the 
botanist was nowhere to be seen. 

A stab of panic gripped her and she looked wildly around. Her eyes 
alighted on the open doorway and the flight of steps leading upward on to 
the turf. She was in time to see the slow-moving figure of the girl nearing 
the top of them. She yelled out in alarm. ‘Shermeen! Come back!’ 

She sprinted after her and leapt up the steps. The botanist was moving, 
apparently without fear, across the clipped lawn. Now Maya was sure that 
something was wrong with her. 

The Thaed roared and snarled. It shook its great, horned head and 
lumbered towards her. The figures of Koenig and Frazer worked frantically 
on the edge of the lawn, out of the monster’s area of patrol. They had 
assembled the rocket launcher and were bringing it round to fire. Maya 
watched frozenly as Koenig aimed the launcher at the Thaed and fired. 


Nothing happened. 

As with the lasers, the launcher had somehow been deactivated. Helpless 
spectators, they watched the confrontation between the Thaed and the 
botanist take place. 

Astonishingly, the creature seemed to relent at the sight of the girl. Its 
menacing mass, that must have weighed thirty tons or more, sniffed twice at 
her and then backed off, allowing her to pass. Shermeen turned and smiled 
at Maya. ‘Don’t be afraid,’ she said. ‘It won’t attack us.’ 

On tenterhooks, Maya moved forward towards the fitful beast. It growled 
angrily and stamped its flat feet on the ground. She ran quickly past it with 
her heart in her mouth towards where the botanist waited. She grasped 
Shermeen’s hand and pulled her along, off the turf. She reached Koenig and 
Frazer and almost collapsed with relief. 

“You saw?’ she asked Koenig after she had recovered somewhat. 

‘I saw all right,’ Koenig replied in amazement, looking the motionless 
Shermeen up and down. ‘Shermeen seems to have some sort of immunity...’ 

But the botanist wasn’t watching him. Instead, she was watching the 
temple — and Koenig noticed a haunted, faraway look of love in her eyes. 


CHAPTER NINE 


The dreamy, lovesick expression Shermeen had worn returned to Koenig as 
he and Maya stood discussing her back in the Command Centre. Both their 
armoury and instruments had been rendered useless at varying times by the 
unknown force on the planet. Whatever it was, it had allowed them to lift 
off and return to base... and let Shermeen go with them. But why? Why 
should their power have been taken away from them, and then returned for 
no apparent reason? Why that look of longing in the botanist’s pretty blue 
eyes as she gazed at the mysterious building? And why her power over the 
ferocious Thaed — the temple’s guardian? 

“You get anything more from her?’ Maya asked. 

‘Only the name of the planet — Sunim. Don’t ask me how she came to 
know that though. When I try to push her she starts to get upset again. She’s 
in the Hydroponics Section. Just for safety, I put a guard on her.’ 

Maya mused thoughtfully behind her console. ‘Sunim,’ she repeated the 
word. “That’s Minus... spelled backwards. Interesting...’ 

Koenig looked sharply at her. ‘That fit with anything you’ve come up 
with?’ 

‘It might.’ She hit a button in front of her, and they looked to the Big 
Screen. The video scan that Maya had taken of the temple interior flashed 
up. The tape panned from pillar to pillar in the gloom, showing the barely 
discernible evolutionary drawings. They studied the drawings intently. 

“This was on a stone pillar,’ Maya informed them. 

“What’s it supposed to represent?’ Verdeschi asked, leaving his console 
and moving closer to the screen. 

“They depict the whole evolutionary process of Man — beginning with his 
emergence from a sea of turbulent, primeval slime, then advancing through 
all the stages of development... Simian, Australopithecus, Neanderthal, Cro- 
Magnon to Modern...’ 

The screen went completely dark as the tape panned elsewhere. Then, the 
dim, scorched outlines of the human figures began to appear — on the floor, 
the walls and even the ceiling. 


“They look human enough,’ Koenig observed uncomfortably. 

‘They look human enough John. I don’t know if they are,’ Maya told 
him. 

“What are you saying, Maya?’ Koenig quizzed. 

‘It’s just a theory. Somewhere up the ladder of development — at some 
period in time — something happened.’ She paused as the silent images of 
doom moved dramatically across the screen. ‘Life stopped. There was a 
violent death...’ 

‘A war?’ Verdeschi suggested. 

“You might call it a war — of a sort. Whoever they were, they must have 
died in a searing burst of some kind of energy. That would account for the 
scorch marks.’ 

“Yet our sensors said there were no life forms on Sunim. They still say 
so,’ Verdeschi pondered. 

‘Explanation?’ Koenig leaned towards Maya. 

The Psychon pulled a face of incredulity. ‘I know it’s mind boggling, but 
my theory — based on what I’ve seen and computer hypotheses — is, we’re 
dealing with a conflict of antimatter against matter.’ 

The Command Centre went silent as the screen continued its grim 
documentary. An air of death and the despair of the dead phantoms it 
revealed swept into the room. They shivered. 

The two large cabinets came into view. 

‘This is an accelerator,’ Maya told them before anyone could ask her. ‘It 
was set up in the temple. I’ve seen a similar design only once before — on 
Psychon.’ 

Koenig and Verdeschi glanced at one another, neither having realized that 
so much was in fact known about the temple and its workings. They looked 
pleased. 

‘Now we’re getting somewhere,’ Koenig told her. ‘What’s its function?’ 

‘Used to attempt conversion of anti-matter into a matter form,’ Maya 
replied. 

Koenig grinned wryly. ‘My simple mind is boggled,’ he said. ‘Please 
elucidate.’ 

Before she could reply, Verdeschi reached out and lifted a chair. He 
banged it down in front of the smiling Koenig. ‘This is made up of particles 


of matter...” He looked around him for something else to bang. He banged 
his hand against the side of Maya’s console. ‘And this.’ 

‘Even this!’ Maya laughed, clouting Verdeschi’s bobbing head. ‘You 
don’t have to be a genius to understand that..!’ 

Verdeschi glowered at her. ‘For every particle of matter —-there’s a 
balancing particle of anti-matter. It’s known as the Law of Symmetry...’ He 
rubbed his head and grinned at Koenig. 

‘In plain words,’ Maya finished off his sentence for him, ‘nature always 
maintains a balance. In theory, we live in the world of matter so... there 
must be an anti-matter world.’ 

‘Existing where?’ an astonished operative who had been listening called 
from the back of the Centre. 

‘Here. Now,’ Verdeschi replied. 

The operative looked doubly puzzled. ‘Occupying our space?’ 

‘Occupying its own anti-space,’ Koenig told him, laughing outright. ‘I 
know all this elementary stuff,’ he chastized Verdeschi and Maya good- 
naturedly. For the sake of the operative he continued with his explanation. 
‘If an anti-matter being were standing here... my hand would go straight 
through him.’ He demonstrated, and the astounded operative gulped. 

‘Like a ghost?’ he asked. 

Maya nodded. ‘You might call an anti-matter being that...’ 

‘Would it be so terrible if the anti-matter beings came through to our 
world?’ the operative asked with a sudden shrewdness that unnerved them 
all. 

Maya hit a button. The tape rewound and the pictures on the screen 
became a blurr. She stabbed another button and the tape stopped, showing 
the outline of one of the scorched figures. ‘Trouble is... matter and anti- 
matter beings are incompatible,’ she continued her lecture. As he grasped 
her meaning, the operative looked horrified. ‘If they come into contact, they 
destroy each other. This shows what must have happened at this stage. But 
their machine for conversion —this generator — failed...’ 

She stabbed another button and the tape spun on. She stopped it at a 
picture of the equipment bank. They could see that it too had been damaged 
by some great force exploding inside the temple. 

Koenig frowned. ‘“There’s still a more frightening principle — maintaining 
the balance. For every anti-matter being that comes into our world, one of 


us has to be sent to theirs...” He eyed Maya. ‘Nobody could have known at 
the time... but when you and Shermeen entered that temple, you probably 
walked into a hostile anti-matter world.’ His eyes flicked back to the screen 
and the cabinets. There was a mixture of respect and awe in his voice now. 
“They came close — too close. With a nuclear generator they might have 
made it...’ 

He was still musing wonderingly at the screen when the full content of 
his own words hit him. Without thinking deeply about them, he had merely 
stated the obvious — it would take a nuclear generator! Thoughts connected 
inside his head and almost exploded ‘Maya! Get Frazer! Ground all Eagle 
Ships until further notice!’ he yelled. As the Psychon went into action he 
punched out the frequency of the guard he had posted outside the 
Hydroponics Section. There was no reply. 

He and Verdeschi eyed one another in alarm and launched themselves out 
of their seats. They ran from the Centre, watched tensely by Maya; she was 
trying to tell them that she could get no response from Frazer. 

They raced along the polished, featureless corridors, down Dunlop 
Starglide travellators and through endless Sections and fire doors. 

But they were too late. 

The Hydroponics Section door was open... in itself a severe breach of 
safety regulations, something no Alphan in his right mind would do. Just as 
no Alphan would decline to answer his commlock, unless prevented by 
circumstances beyond his control. 

They ran inside and through the impeding compartments, all of which 
had been left open and their atmospheres allowed to intermingle. In one, 
they found the body of a stores’ assistant from the Equipment Section, 
Potter, slumped in a bed of marrows. Further on, in the next compartment 
lay the body of the guard, covered in the remains of a slimy, decaying plant 
which seemed to have collapsed on top of him. 

The air reeked of a vile scent that had them clutching at their stomachs. 
Retching nauseously, they scraped off the sticky residue of the plant and 
dragged the unfortunate guard clear. Both guard and assistant looked as 
though they would be unconscious for some time, and without waiting for 
them to come round, Koenig commlocked Helena. 

Instead, he got Maya. She had intercepted and she looked deathly 
serious. ‘John, Shermeen has taken off with Frazer in Eagle One... and I’ve 


just had a report from the Equipment Section. A miniaturized nuclear 
generator is missing...’ 

Koenig clenched his jaws tightly, and nodded. He looked in a bad 
humour. ‘I know. We’ve been caught with our pants down. I’!l meet you on 
board Eagle Two in three minutes. In the meantime, prepare her for 
immediate lift-off!’ 


Beyond the substance of the positive universe, beyond the material state of 
tables and chairs, beyond consoles and Eagle Ships, beyond stars and the 
frozen swirls of distant nebulae, beyond life and love; the ghostly, shadowy 
denizens of the anti-matter universe shrieked, howled and clamoured to 
escape their dying world. 

Vindrus’ long and drawn, yet strikingly handsome face smiled through 
the darkness of the Temple at Shermeen. His calm, twinkling eyes 
expressed only kindness and she felt a wave of happiness and physical 
satisfaction break over her. Maya, Tony Verdeschi, the Moon Base and all 
the trials and tribulations it held for her did not seem important now. It 
seemed to her that she had developed into a new, more mature woman. She 
looked gladly back on the younger and less enlightened one that Vindrus 
had helped her to banish. 

“You have done well,’ the ghost praised her with his evil heart — and she 
glowed. The heavy nuclear generator lay on the floor by the side of the two 
acceleration cabinets where she had rolled it. It had taken all of her small 
strength to get it from the Eagle to the Temple. It was marked with the 
warning symbol for radioactivity as well as the legend: ‘Property of Moon 
Base Alpha’. The lethal, stupendous force that was stored inside it would 
soon be used to activate the transmitting and receiving powers of the 
cabinets. For what reason, she had not yet been told. 

The terminals of the fat, heavy-duty cables leading from the generator 
were bolted into place on the equipment console. Soon she had the 
generator functioning, and under Vindrus’s guidance, began setting the 
operating controls. 

“Turn the green dial a fraction more to the right,’ he instructed her. 
‘Excellent!’ 

‘Is the machine set now?’ she asked. 


He nodded silently. ‘All that remains is for me to come into your world, 
Shermeen... and then we can be together. Quickly, you must hurry into your 
cabinet. The power is building up.’ 

She hesitated, the first suggestion of caution coming to her. But her faith 
in her new guru overrode her feelings. She was determined not to show 
herself up now by chickening out just at the moment when he most needed 
her. She had done that on too many other occasions in her life. 

Bravely, she swung open the transparent door of the casement, and 
climbed inside. Almost immediately, she regretted her decision. The air was 
icy — feeling more like freezing liquid than air. It clung to her skin and she 
struggled to escape, but her limbs had paralyzed. She lacked even the 
strength to hold off the door which slowly closed. 

‘Let me out!’ she screamed, but her voice could not carry from her 
prison. In front of her, she could see the other cabinet. Vindrus’s smiling, 
transparent form had materialized inside it. But no amount of false comforts 
from him could allay her mortal fear now. His hold over her had gone. For 
all their faults, in the clear cold gloom of the acceleration cabinet, she 
wished for nothing more than to see the friendly, reassuring faces of her 
fellow Alphans. 

As the power from the generator built up, she began to lose her bodily 
senses. Her thoughts grew distant and then indecipherable. An incredible 
pain tore at her being, and she lost the complete sense of who or where she 
was. For a timeless period she floated in limbo, as the fierce currents of the 
transmitting energy forced her discorporate atoms across the boundaries 
that had once separated her material body from the anti-matter universe. 
Then she came gradually together again and she awoke as though from a 
terrifying dream. 

A small part of her psyche had still clung resolutely inside the cabinet. 
The rest of her being hung somewhere behind her in the dark, cold void. It 
seemed as though she had been reborn into a world which had run itself 
down, and now waited for its final energies to exhaust themselves. The 
desperate, protesting voices of its unseen inhabitants jabbered and chattered 
in the background. 

Vindrus had left his cabinet and stood in front of her. He looked whole 
and fleshy. A radiant smile — a smile not so much of innocent happiness as 


smug triumph — was on his face. ‘You will not be harmed, Shermeen. I will 
keep my word.’ 

But she did not believe him. She struggled desperately to reassert herself 
in the world he had usurped from her, but to no avail. In her world, the 
world she once loved, she was now as ill-equipped to live as a fish out of 
water. 

Vindrus suddenly looked apprehensive. He had heard something and 
turned to face the steps leading out of the Temple. ‘The Alphans!’ she heard 
him mutter. ‘They will soon be here!’ He turned back to her but this time he 
did not look at her. He glanced sharply past her — at his anti-matter friends. 
“Take her down!’ he commanded. 

‘No! No!’ Shermeen’s being cringed with terror as she felt her last, 
grasping link with the real world being severed. ‘Please, I want to stay...’ 
But it was too late. 

Chilling, leprous hands reached up for her and they pulled her away. 


Koenig, Helena and Verdeschi crashed through the undergrowth towards the 
Temple. They had left Eagle Two in the clearing next to Eagle One. A 
cursory examination of Bill Frazer had led them to conclude that he was 
under some kind of trance, and they had left him there until they got back. 

“We must stop Shermeen being sent across!’ Koenig shouted as they ran. 
‘Not only for her sake, but for everyone else’s too! The positive material 
universe can’t take a mass exodus from the anti-matter universe!’ 

The silent, lush vegetation thinned out and the Temple came into view. At 
their noisy approach, the Thaed sent out a warning roar. Verdeschi raised 
his laser and moved forward, but Koenig restrained him. ‘No, Tony! Leave 
this to me!’ 

He waved Verdeschi and Maya back, and pushed his way onto the 
smooth, oddly picturesque lawn. The Thaed snarled and shook and lowered 
its head in annoyance. Long, rumbling and complaining sounds issued from 
its immense body. The Temple and lawn shook optically as it charged, but 
the shaking sensations were not transmitted through the ground. They 
seemed to be a purely mental phenomenon. Koenig advanced coolly 
towards the lumbering monster, boldly presenting himself as a target. He 


hoped to all that was good in the world that he was not mistaken in his 
assumptions. 

Verdeschi moved towards him in alarm, but Maya dragged him back. 
‘No... I think I know why he’s doing it. Trust him.’ 

Verdeschi’s mind boggled with a mixture of disbelief and horror at what 
he saw taking place. ‘W-we can’t...’ he stammered. Then, the amazing took 
place. The giant Thaed and the small, helpless figure of the Commander 
connected — and nothing happened. 

The Thaed, for all its puffing and blowing, was a ghost. 

‘How did you know?’ the Italian gasped. He ran forward nevertheless to 
feel Koenig and to make sure that he was as unaffected as he looked. 

Koenig smiled. ‘The scan showed no life form on Sunim. It had to be an 
apparition...’ 

‘John!’ Maya stepped forward suddenly. She was staring at the temple 
steps with a look of apprehension on her face. 

They turned. 

A tall, gaunt figure dressed in a white tunic was standing quietly before 
them. ‘Welcome to Sunim!’ the figure smiled imperiously. ‘Your sensors 
were mistaken. There is life here.’ 


CHAPTER TEN 


‘Another apparition?’ Verdeschi asked cynically. 

‘Only one way to find out...” Koenig replied. He moved toward the 
figure, followed by the others. He reached the head of the steps where the 
figure stood, and stopped. He extended his hand in greeting. ‘I’m 
Commander Koenig from Moon Base Alpha.’ 

Vindrus’s calm features looked hesitant. His expression turned to one of 
puzzlement. 

‘It’s a custom where I come from to shake hands in greeting,’ Koenig 
explained pointedly. 

The figure nodded and smiled as though in sudden understanding. ‘Ah, 
yes.’ He reached out and shook the proffered hand. ‘Welcome to Sunim. My 
name is Vindrus.’ 

Koenig winced at the painful pressure of Vindrus’s grip and was thankful 
when the alien desisted. He glanced at Verdeschi and Maya. 

‘Welcome?’ Koenig recovered himself and looked scathingly at the 
Thaed that was bellowing in rage and still making repeated charges through 
them. 

‘Ah, Thaed!’ Vindrus declared casually. ‘He only restricts access to the 
Temple.’ 

“Thaed...’ Koenig repeated tautly. ‘Death... backwards. An apparition, 
Vindrus. You know it — we know it.’ 

“Your powers of scientific perception are amazing,’ Vindrus responded 
with mild, platonic sarcasm. 

Koenig ignored him. ‘We’re looking for one of our people — a girl. She 
landed on this planet a short while ago... and she’s no apparition,’ he added 
firmly. 

Vindrus looked queryingly at them. ‘And you think she may have... 
wandered inside the temple?’ 

‘Has she?’ Verdeschi asked, piqued. 

Vindrus appeared taken aback. ‘You’re obviously all very sceptical.’ He 
shrugged and stepped inside. ‘Why not investigate for yourself?’ 


Koenig didn’t need to be asked twice, and he led the way down the steps 
into the temple. ‘Look around for her...’ he instructed Maya and Verdeschi 
in a scarcely audible whisper. While they darted into the gloom amongst the 
cabinets and the frescoes he stayed close to Vindrus, making a visual search 
of the dim premises. 

‘As you can see, this girl you speak of is not here,’ Vindrus commented 
after a few moments. He was about to continue with his confident patter, 
designed to delude them, when Maya called sharply out of the shadows. 

‘John! The generator is here.’ 

Vindrus’s face tightened. Koenig shot him a look of disgust and ran to 
join Maya and Verdeschi who had gathered round the cabinets. He made a 
brief examination of the generator, and turned angrily back to Vindrus. 
“Where is she?’ 

The other frowned deviously. ‘You’re asking me to hazard a guess?’ 

Koenig’s patience began to break. He took a deep breath. ‘When we first 
came to this planet, our scanners showed no life forms...’ 

‘Perhaps your equipment was malfunctioning?’ Vindrus suggested 
coolly. 

“There was nothing wrong with our equipment!’ Koenig snapped. ‘Until 
this... this accelerator was repaired, there was no life here.’ 

Vindrus nodded, a little sardonically. ‘And admirable deduction, 
Commander.’ 

If Koenig’s temper was being tried, Verdeschi’s had long since boiled 
over. He had kept his feelings inside him. Now he strode forward and 
shouted tempestuously at the alien. ‘Let’s cut the game! It’s your anti- 
matter against our matter. You used Shermeen to get that generator here. 
You made it work, and then you sent her into your world so that you could 
come into ours!’ 

“We know it was the only way you could do it, Vindrus — you had to 
maintain the balance,’ Koenig got in before the alien could defend himself. 

‘Another admirable deduction,’ Vindrus said calmly. 

‘Fact. We want her back,’ Koenig demanded harshly. 

A thin smile of amusement appeared suddenly on Vindrus’s face. While 
he stalled them, he reached surreptitiously behind him in the darkness. He 
inserted his fingers into the empty eye sockets of a gargoyle-like carving by 
the door. 


With a grating sound, the heavy wooden door began to draw to, shutting 
out the daylight. The Alphans reacted quickly, and raced towards it. Except 
for Maya, who managed to run through to the steps, they were too late. 

Koenig whipped out his bleeping commlock, seconds after the door 
thudded shut. Maya’s breathless face appeared on it. ‘Commander...’ 

‘Maya!’ Koenig called to her, but before he could instruct her what to do, 
the set went dead. Enraged, he turned to Vindrus, and levelled his laser at 
him. 

Verdeschi raised his laser also. The alien merely smiled patronizingly at 
them, unperturbed by their display. Angered further, the two Alphans fired 
their guns in unison, but all that the guns emitted was a futile click. 

‘Sorry,’ Vindrus said apologetically — and meant it. 

Koenig seethed. ‘I want Shermeen back.’ 

‘Impossible,’ Vindrus shook his head. ‘Shermeen and I effected a perfect 
exchange.’ He walked past them towards a wall illuminated by a weird 
spotlighting effect. Sadly he touched one of the scorched human outlines. 
‘The result of a previous attempt. You were right — our generator failed.’ 

‘Destroying everyone...’ Koenig prompted him guilefully. He battled to 
keep an iron control over his feelings and so catch their captor off guard. 

Vindrus nodded. ‘But we from the anti-matter world suffered an equal 
loss.’ 

“Then why are you so anxious to get into our world?’ Verdeschi asked 
him. He had caught Koenig’s intentions, and as he spoke glanced around, 
seeking a way to create a diversion or a route of escape. With Shermeen, 
and possibly Maya at stake, it was too risky to chance physically 
overpowering Vindrus just yet — which is what he felt like doing. 

‘In your world, Time goes forward,’ Vindrus explained. He walked from 
pillar to pillar, indicating the evolutionary frescoes with dramatic sweeps of 
his hands. ‘You emerge from primaeval slime and evolve upwards... always 
towards a higher species. But in the world of anti-matter, Time goes 
backwards... maintaining the balance.’ A bitterness had crept into his last 
words. 

‘If anti-matter is regressing, your people are on their way down...’ 
Koenig extrapolated. 

‘Back to the slime...!? the other declared sardonically. Koenig met 
Verdeschi’s eye and signalled for him to commence a distraction. 


Vindrus continued, oblivious of them. ‘My coming here is an act of self- 
survival. If it was the other way round, you’d do the same.’ 

Verdeschi stepped forward affirmatively. ‘No! You’re wrong. What about 
Shermeen’s survival?’ 

The figure snorted indignantly. ‘She can expect an anti-life of hundreds 
of years!’ 

‘What you’re really saying, Vindrus, is that Shermeen is only the 
forerunner,’ Koenig said, edging around the alien. As Vindrus turned his 
head to follow Koenig, Verdeschi slipped into a position behind him. 

‘How many more of us do you need?’ Koenig asked him engagingly. 
‘Certainly not just us. Not even just Moon Base.’ 

Vindrus raised his head and spoke loftily, carried away with his visions of 
a future. ‘Eventually we will establish machines such as this throughout the 
universe.’ 

‘Throughout the universe!’ Verdeschi exclaimed from behind him. The 
alien spun round in surprise. As he did so, Koenig moved into action behind 
him. Sensing trickery, Vindrus pulled out a hand-sized ray gun and wheeled 
back on a surprised Koenig. He fired a warning shot at the floor next to 
Koenig’s feet, sending a shower of granite chips into the air. 

He backed away until he was covering them both, a wary, rueful look in 
his eyes. 

Koenig smiled weakly. ‘We’re no good to you dead, Vindrus - you need 
us alive to make an exchange.’ 

Their captor smiled in confirmation. ‘Be sensible,’ he said. ‘Accept 
change - both of you. I promise as individuals you’ll have an extended life 
Span.’ 

“And as a species?’ Koenig asked bitterly. 

Vindrus nodded in grim acknowledgment of the inference. ‘Doomed...’ 

Something in the alien’s manner suggested that he did not relish the task 
he had set himself, but both Koenig and Verdeschi could see that it would 
be useless trying to appeal to him. As they watched helplessly, Vindrus 
withdrew his medallion. He held it aloft in front of their eyes. It shone and 
twinkled brightly, and made them feel drowsy. Resolutely, he advanced 
towards them. 

“Tony! Don’t look at it!’ Koenig cried out. Just in time, Verdeschi averted 
his gaze. They shielded themselves from the hypnotic light with their arms 


and retreated among the shadows and the pillars, each taking a different 
route. 

Vindrus followed them with the medallion, now his primary weapon. 

Beyond the matter accelerator, the temple interior was bisected by the 
huge, triangular wall they had seen from the outside. Where the wall rose 
through the roof, a narrow slit of daylight was visible. A small face 
appeared, framed against the brightness, and peered inquisitively down. 

‘Maya!’ Koenig exclaimed to himself, with more than a trace of relief. 

The face drew the rest of its body into view, and a small tree monkey 
dropped down to the temple floor. Vindrus heard the light sound of impact 
that its pads made, and whirled round. Confused and angry, he fired his ray 
gun, but the searing blast of light missed the agile creature. 

Koenig and Verdeschi saw their chance and began playing their game of 
nerves again. They hugged the shadows, catching Vindrus in a cross-fire of 
words. 

‘An apparition, Vindrus...? Koenig spoke softly, as the alien advanced 
towards Verdeschi. Vindrus turned again, in the direction of the voice, his 
medallion poised ready to flash. Behind, Verdeschi’s mocking laughter 
sounded. 

“You’re seeing ghosts,’ the Security Chief taunted. 

“...we’re the only life forms here, Vindrus...” Koenig countered from his 
side of the dark temple. Vindrus moved cautiously now, seeking them out. 
The hysterical chatter of the monkey sounded from yet another direction, 
and he turned nervously to see what it was doing. 

“Vindrus?’ Koenig called. An inspiration hit them. As much a taunt to 
him as an instruction to Maya, he added, ‘Shermeen is coming back...’ 

The monkey leapt briefly into sight, then disappeared behind a pillar. 
Vindrus turned towards Koenig, confused. ‘She’s coming back,’ Koenig 
repeated. 

‘Impossible!’ Vindrus snapped. 

‘Oh, no it isn’t...’ Verdeschi replied like a living echo. 

‘She never fully reached your world,’ Koenig elaborated the theme. ‘She 
only went half way...’ 

Vindrus sounded amused as he realized that he had almost been deceived 
by their trick. ‘She couldn’t have done,’ he said. But he sounded unsure, 
too. 


“We knew what you wanted,’ Verdeschi improvised rapidly. ‘We worked 
it out from pictures of the temple that Maya took on her video. We 
programmed the generator...’ 

‘No use, Vindrus... she’ll be back... she’ Il be back...’ Koenig jibed. 

“Vindrusssss...?? A female voice, Shermeen’s, hissed hollowly from 
behind one of the pillars. 

Vindrus froze. He twisted around towards where the voice had come 
from, his face a mask of utter disbelief. As he watched, Maya/Shermeen 
stepped into view. She began floating smoothly among the pillars. 

‘Come, Vindrus.’ her voice echoed emptily off the walls. 

Vindrus stared first at her, and then at Koenig and Verdeschi in turn, to 
assess their reactions. They looked gravely at him, and a first look of fear 
came to his face. 

‘I’m here, Vindrus... follow me...’ Maya implored him. She beckoned 
over her shoulder to the stricken alien who was clutching his medallion 
uncertainly. ‘Do not be afraid...’ 

Vindrus was transfixed. Koenig sprang forward and tore the hypnotic 
charm from his grasp. Before Vindrus could react and reach for his gun, 
Koenig reversed the medallion and shone it deep into the alien’s eyes. 

“We have to go back...’ Maya sang softly. ‘They’re waiting for us...’ Her 
floating form led them to the cabinets. ‘We want you...’ 

She beckoned him forward, into the cabinet. His face was a mass of 
raised veins, revealing the tension underneath as he fought the power of the 
medallion. Try as he might, he was unable to break its hold over him. Then, 
a deathly wailing began from the direction of the accelerator. It was the 
unearthly, chilling moaning of the tormented inhabitants of the anti-matter 
world, warning him to fight. The strength of a mad super-man possessed 
him. With his evil gaze still snared by the charm, he forced his hand to his 
holster. In tortured slow motion, he withdrew the deadly gun and stuck it in 
Koenig’s belly. With his last remaining strength, his fingers tried to squeeze 
on the trigger. His body shook and trembled violently with the strain of 
finding the last gramme of energy that he needed — but he could not muster 
it. Visibly, he sagged, and the gun clattered on the floor. Verdeschi, who had 
been unable to intervene on account of the medallion’s fierce hypnotic rays, 
picked the gun up and tossed it into the shadows. 


All fight seemed to have gone out of Vindrus now, and he followed 
Koenig and Maya like a man broken. ‘In here, Vindrus... here...” Maya 
crooned, and he followed the voice to his doom. 

The wails of protest and anger coming from the cabinets grew louder as 
he stepped sluggishly inside the one that Maya had prepared for him — the 
one in which Shermeen had disappeared. 

‘Get the door shut — fast!’ Koenig yelled. He pushed the alien completely 
inside and slammed his prison door shut on him. 

“We must hurry... hurry...” Maya continued to croon melodically as she 
bent over the controls of the generator. She turned it on. 

A loud humming started up and they stepped back to watch. Koenig still 
held the medallion, keeping it pointed at the transparent door of Vindrus’s 
cabinet. His twisted, sweat-soaked face rolled back and forth in agony at the 
beck of warring matter forces inside him. 

The hum rose to a high-pitched whine and the cabinets began to emit a 
pulsating corona of light. The light reached a peak and burst, explosively 
bright in front of their eyes. Gradually it faded away and the humming 
sound ceased. 

The Alphans ran forward to the second cabinet, trying to see inside it. 
They had no way of knowing what manner of creature would have been 
returned to them in Vindrus’s place by way of compensation. It was a 
matter of balance — and they hoped to find Shermeen. 

‘Commander... help me...’ a terrified, muffled voice sounded from inside 
the door. 

‘It’s Shermeen!’ Maya exclaimed. She reached forward and opened the 
door. The small, cowering girl crouched inside. When she saw that she was 
indeed back in the land of the living, she threw herself out at them, crying 
for joy and sheer relief. 

The wailing of the anti-matter people grew plaintive and resounded 
through the building from the empty cabinets. Vindrus’s body had 
completely disappeared, reclaimed by the phantom mob whom he had once 
hoped to deliver into a new world. 

The wailing creatures threatened to get through by sheer force of 
numbers, and Koenig looked up, startled. ‘Tony... get Maya and Shermeen 
out of here. I’m setting this to self-destruct!’ 


Verdeschi looked aghast. ‘Do that and the whole planet will become 
radio-active!’ 

Koenig spoke impatiently, ‘Do we have a choice?’ 

“What about Vindrus’s people? We can’t destroy them... nasty though 
they sound,’ Maya shivered. 

“We won’t,’ Koenig replied. ‘Just the accelerator. Only matter will be 
destroyed. Not anti-matter. Now... move!’ 

Verdeschi and Shermeen fled to the door and opened it as Koenig turned 
to the nuclear generator. He pulled a small tool kit out of one of his pockets 
and with a screw driver began to take off its outer casement. The inner 
casement would have to be cut off with his laser. With that out of the way, 
he would be able to get at the delicate controls inside and modify them. He 
would convert the generator from a peaceful energy-provider into an atomic 
bomb of colossal might. 

The ghostly voices murmured mournfully, threateningly, while he worked 
in the dim lighting. One by one, the spotlights in the temple were 
extinguished by the unseen forces. 

Coloured lights and shapes began to flit about him in the shadows. Their 
icy fingers clawed vainly at him, their voices shrieked in his ears. He 
withdrew his gun, and tested it against one of the walls. A brilliant beam of 
white-hot light shot from its nozzle and began melting a hole in the rock. 
Grimly, he turned down its power and set to work on the inner casement. 
One slip with it and the generator would be rendered inoperable. Sweating, 
he burned off the corners and edges. With his gloves he pulled back the 
metal panels. Inside lay the complicated circuitry of the would-be bomb. 
Inside that, the twin cores of deadly plutonium were housed. 

Fumbling and scrabbling, he set to work, bending very close to the 
circuitry in order to see it. It seemed that an army of ghouls and spectres 
had entered the room. Banshee wails and the shrieks and moans of 
desperate anti-life filled the temple with unbearable sound. He fixed the last 
wire crudely into place, praying that it would hold and that the ghouls round 
about would find no way of dislodging it. Then he arose from his cramped 
position and forced his way through the claustrophobic atmosphere of 
colours. He ran up the steps and across the turf and past the roaring 
Thaed/Death into the interminable forest. 


The temple in the clearing began to glow with a white light as the generator 
overheated. A fierce wind was sucked into the area and the trees began to 
bend and writhe in an agony they had never known. Many crashed down in 
the foliage near to Koenig, their shallow roots easily snapping under the 
strain. Stung, bruised and whipped by the lashing vegetation, he broke into 
the clearing where the two Eagles stood like giant, majestic thunder lizards, 
waiting to take him away. 

Maya beckoned from the open hatchway of Eagle Two. He ran 
breathlessly towards it, and flung himself inside. 

“Tony and Bill are taking Eagle One,’ Maya told him as they were 
admittd through into the Passenger Section. Koenig raced to the Pilot 
Module and jammed himself into his seat. 

‘Tell them to lift off!’ he yelled at her. With practised desperation, he 
began to operate the controls. A blast of heat from the melting land round 
about the Temple smote the flanks of the Eagles and sent the atmospheric 
sensors soaring. The powerful rockets exploded titanically to life, and in 
unison, the two ships rose, not a moment too soon, from the imperilled 
surface of Sunim. 


‘Eagle Two... Commander, this is Moon Base Alpha. Can you read me?’ 
Sandra Benes, one of the computer operatives at the Command Centre, 
radioed them as they headed safely towards the Moon. 

‘Loud and Clear, Moon Base!’ Koenig called back. He glanced happily 
at the Section Screen, where spider-like traces of light indicated the distant 
explosion. ‘We’re on course for home...!’ 

He cast smiling looks at Shermeen and Maya, standing behind him. 

‘Don’t congratulate yourself just yet, John!’ Sandra said to him. Her 
compressed face on his console monitor smiled cheekily. 

“What do you mean?’ he asked, frowning. ‘I never congratulate myself! 
But what is it? Spill the beans!’ 

‘Double trouble, by the looks of things,’ she said more seriously. ‘We’ve 
been trying to contact you for some time about two things — one an 
occurrence, the other a sighting.’ 

‘Oh?’ he asked seriously. He sat up straighter in his seat. 


“The occurrence is in the form of fifty-three unidentified flying objects 
which have just latched onto the Moon trajectory...’ She paused, waiting for 
Koenig’s reaction. A groan came and she continued. “The sighting is a 
cloud of some kind. It’s too far off to worry about yet... but I think it needs 
looking into.’ 

‘Just our luck!’ Koenig sagged visibly. ‘I was hoping to warm up the 
Tiranium search a bit...’ 

“raid not, Commander sir,’ Sandra replied. 

Koenig brought his mind back down to the hard, cold facts of space 
again... away from the lovely, warm rest he had promised himself on some 
idyllic planet in a sector of space as far removed as possible from the 
accursed floating hunk of lifeless rock it was his inescapable lot to manage. 

‘OK’, he said with resignation. ‘Let me see the pictures. I’ve nothing else 
to do.’ 


CHAPTER ELEVEN 


The pictures were sharp and clear. 

‘Like a swarm of space bees...’ Helena volunteered from her post in the 
Command Centre. 

‘And every one with an atomic sting in its tail, maybe,’ Simon Hayes put 
in cheerfully. 

Koenig strode into the Centre and seated himself in his Command Chair. 
They had got back from Sunim — the drifting particles that it had been 
reduced to — several hours ago, giving him just time to change and wash 
and grab some refreshment at least. ‘Range?’ he asked, dutifully, eyeing the 
‘swarm’ on the Big Screen. 

‘Peripheral, but closing,’ Sandra told him, referring to her instruments. 

‘Sensor reading?’ 

Maya efficiently punched some buttons on her console. ‘Fifty-three 
UFOs; dense; metallic; approximate length ten feet; insufficient data to 
compute intention...’ 

‘Course?’ he grunted at Sandra. 

‘Bearing past the Moon.’ 

‘Let’s hope they keep that course,’ Koenig muttered. 

The slim deadly-looking missiles with grey, corrugated sides and blunt 
noses tallied with every specification that had just been announced. They 
floated malignly in space on the screen, so vivid and sharp that they almost 
seemed to be right there in the Centre. They seemed to stand only for 
trouble. 

A green light flashed on Hayes’ console. He hit a button ‘We have 
magnification,’ he informed. 

The trail of bright objects dissolved into an even larger, more clearly 
defined image; moving from left to right against the background of stars. 

“They must be missiles!’ Hayes declared. He reached for the Red Alert 
button, but Koenig stopped him. 

‘Hold it. If they’re passing — let them go.’ 


Tensely, they watched the flute-shaped objects flying away from them. 
Koenig waitied patiently for them to pass so that he could declare the 
occurrence closed and allow his immense relief to surface. 

‘John! They’re turning!’ Sandra Benes reported anxiously. 

He snapped his eyes back to the screen in alarm. The missiles were 
slowly turning their snub noses towards the cameras. Now there was no 
escaping action. ‘Red Alert!’ he commanded, sitting forward in his seat. 

The whooping note of the emergency klaxon sounded in all Centres and 
Sections on all levels. 

‘Launch Eagle flights One and Two,’ Hayes’ urgent voice followed the 
instilled procedure. 

Koenig stabbed at a button and the image on the Big Screen divided 
down the middle, showing first one and then the other Eagle taking off in a 
streak of orange flame. 

Helena’s voice came through from the Medical Section as she responded 
to the emergency. ‘Medical Section. Ready Casualty Reception Units. 
Heavy Rescue Units stand by.’ 

The whooping klaxon continued and on the console monitors appeared 
images of the doctors, nurses and rescue men in white asbestos suits 
running along the corridors to their posts. 

‘Range closing — one eight zero... one six zero...’ Sandra began the count 
down, keeping a careful check on the approaching enemy. 

‘Raise blast shields...’ Hayes spoke out instructions. 

‘One three zero... one one zero...’ Her voice was faster now, and drier. 
Her heart beat wildly inside her, but years of training kept her at her post. 

‘Arm main lasers,’ Koenig ordered, grimly. ‘Prepare to fire.’ 

Simon Hayes was the first to crack. ‘At this closing speed we’ll never get 
them all!’ he shouted above the noise of the klaxon. 

The deadly snub noses of the missiles sped onward towards the Moon, 
blotting out the screen with their dark bodies. The massive zoom lenses on 
the cameras reduced down, but they were unable to keep up with the rapid 
approach of the UFOs, and the image on the screen was soon replaced with 
only the background of stars. 


CHAPTER TWELVE 


This time they had really been caught on the hop, Koenig told himself in 
resignation, but it was scarcely their fault. If he had been able to make 
contact with the Moon Base from Sunim, the attack could have been 
averted — simply by ordering a reconaissance party to investigate the 
missiles before they had a chance to enter the Moon’s area of space. The 
missiles could have been harmlessly destroyed. At any rate, the Moon Base 
would have had more warning to prepare itself. With all their key personnel 
on Sunim, apart from Helena, who had been overworked attending to the 
sick guard and a spate of other connected plant infections that had followed, 
there had been no-one of any real authority on the Base to make such a 
serious decision. 

The cameras had located the missiles again, now dangerously close to the 
large lump of rock the Alphans called their home. They had penetrated the 
defences of the Moon Base and now nothing could stop them. There was 
nothing they could do but sit and wait for the warheads to hit them — and 
explode the Moon and all aboard her into a million spinning pieces. They 
had travelled from one doomed planet to another, Koenig thought ironically. 

‘Eagles climbing to intercept!’ Sandra’s voice called out through his 
despondency. The Eagles could do no real good now. The missiles were too 
fast. They were too close to the lunar surface and if fired upon they would 
destroy the Moon as incontravertibly as if they had been allowed to collide 
with it. 

But even that way out was preferable, for at least the Eagle Pilots would 
get a few days longer to add to their life calender. He spoke savagely into 
his communicator. ‘Target!’ 

Sandra Benes stabbed at a button on her console. She looked worried; but 
she did not look scared out of her wits. She would do if she knew the truth, 
Koenig thought to himself. 

Even Hayes didn’t have a clear idea. ‘There are too many of them — some 
are bound to get through!’ he cried, repeating his theme of earlier. 

‘Range critical,’ Sandra reported. 


‘Prepare to fire,’ Koenig intoned strongly — proud of his staff, and 
fighting back tears of remorse that threatened to overwhelm him. Only a 
miracle would save them now. 

‘John!’ Sandra exclaimed with sudden excitement and relief. “They’re 
changing course!’ 

‘What?’ Koenig was all action again. ‘Hold fire...’ He stared 
disbelievingly at the screen. True enough the missiles had slowed down, 
and they were beginning to turn their sniffing noses away. 

“They’re pulling away...’ Hayes reported, staggered. 

‘Negative,’ Maya called from her console, cool as ever. She was reading 
from her computer. ‘They’re locking into orbit round the Moon.’ 

‘Anything on armament?’ Hayes asked her. 

Koenig shook his head in utter incredulity at the conversation that was 
now taking place. They were behaving and talking with almost a complete 
lack of knowledge of how close to death they had been. A feeling of intense 
pleasure for the military training which had enabled them all to survive 
such a situation rose inside him. He joined in. ‘Detonation possibilities?’ he 
asked, without showing a trace of his emotions. 

“Wait a minute!’ Maya exclaimed. ‘I haven’t worked out Simon’s request 
yet...” She buried her head back in her printouts. ‘Still insufficient data. 
Sensors are unable to probe the shell. As regards your question, John... the 
possibilities are three. Pressure, time-fused or remote control.’ 

Koenig nodded intently. “Then prepare a transporter Eagle for take-off!’ 

Hayes looked up sharply at him. Koenig explained. ‘We’ve got to check 
them out. We can’t leave fifty missiles hanging over our heads forever!’ 


Still recovering from the cluster of rapid events that had put his leadership 
to the test, and still feeling slightly uncomfortable about the way the events 
might have turned out, Koenig stepped out of the travel tube and into the 
Eagle’s airlock. Maya stepped inside with him. 

The hatchway closed behind them and Koenig reached the communicator 
on the wall. He switched it on and spoke to the pilot. ‘Get ready to take us 
off.’ He and Maya turned to the equipment lockers that lined the wall and 
began pulling out their spacesuits. Soon, they had the bottom parts of them 


on and they walked bulkily through into the Pilot Section, clutching their 
helmets. 

‘OK, take her up,’ Koenig told the pilot as he and Maya seated 
themselves and strapped in. 

The engines thundered to life against the small gravitational pull of the 
Moon and they rose from the launch pad without much strain. Soon, the 
skilled pilot had manoeuvred the craft alongside the fleet of small missiles — 
each no more than the length of an average human body. 

Koenig looked decisively at them on the monitor in front of him. Beyond 
them, further out in space, the two Eagle War Ships could be seen. Koenig 
brought the pilot’s attention to a pair of the missiles which were adrift on 
their own, slightly away from the larger mass. ‘Bring us in close to those,’ 
he said. Then he turned and gestured to Maya. They rose from their seats 
and returned to the Passenger Section, attaching their helmets. While Maya 
erected a tripod-shaped sensor with a readout facility, he waited at the 
hatchway for the pilot to complete his manoeuvre. 

‘Go ahead, Commander,’ the Pilot’s voice came at length, crackling over 
his head-piece. He reached out a suited, gloved arm and activated the 
airlock mechanism. The environmental indicator flashed, telling him that 
the conditions outside could not be lived in without LSS. Slowly, the inner 
doors opened and he stepped inside. He waited for Maya to drag the 
weightless sensor through and join him. Automatically, the inner doors 
closed. After a moment’s pause, the outer ones opened —on the edge of 
endless space. 

Below them, in the silent, vast gulf that yawned forever all around their 
tiny selves and their equally tiny ship, the two UFOs hung. What seemed 
like only a short step below them, the deformed, grey orb of the Moon lay, 
mostly obscured by more of the grey swarm of intruders. Apart from the 
sluggish rotation of the lunar world, there appeared to be no movement. The 
various objects and their complex relationships seemed frozen forever. 

Koenig clipped himself to one of the umbilical life-lines that trailed from 
large reels affixed to the airlock walls. Then, with practiced hands he 
operated the propulsion pack on his back and launched himself off the lip of 
the airlock steps. 

He jetted toward the nearest of the two missiles and attached himself to it 
with suction pads. He examined its surface intently. It was made of some 


kind of metal, deeply grooved. Releasing his pads, he moved round the 
mysterious craft — like some kind of inquisitive insect around a huge 
geometrical dropping. Almost certainly, the craft was unmanned. Unless its 
occupants were midgets, he thought to himself. It tapered back to a hollow 
point, looking for all the universe like a finless, guided missile. But then, if 
that were the case, why hadn’t they done their dirty work and got it over 
with? Why had they pulled away at the last moment? Maybe, the thought 
crossed his mind, whoever or whatever was controlling them wanted to 
have them investigated — just such an investigation as he was now 
supplying. He pulled away, and turned his body slowly around in the 
directionless, weightless void. The feelings of vertigo and panic that a 
distant part of him felt as the stars and the other heavenly objects 
cartwheeled around him, stayed where they had been forced to stay ever 
since his early training days — deep and distant. He re-orientated, and 
glanced at the second missile. In every way, it was identical with the first. 
The other fifty-one UFOs beyond them seemed to be arranged in no 
apparent order. 

“They’re in no uniform formation,’ he reported over his helmet radio to 
Maya, who was waiting with her sensor in the airlock. ‘They’re in clusters. 
Two, three and four...’ 

‘No evidence of electrical activity according to the sensor... no heat 
emission...’ 

‘Come on over then,’ Koenig invited her, watching as her small body 
launched itself off the steps and jetted over to him. In space, there was no 
optical appreciation of three dimensions — only two; which meant that 
distances could not be guessed at unless one first had a firm idea of the 
relative sizes of the objects one was comparing. What looked like an inch 
could, in effect, and in an extreme example, turn out to be a million light 
years! That was just another reason why space was no home for humans. 
Without the crutch of their instrumentation to guide them, they would live 
no longer than the time it takes to die when air or heat is cut off. 

Maya held a small hand sensor and she jetted round to the tail of the 
craft, followed by Koenig. They looked in at the crude exhaust systems. 
‘Rocket motor propulsion,’ Koenig stated. ‘Gas ports... that means a 
guidance capacity.’ 


Maya checked the gas ports and their fan of burnt, discoloured metal. She 
read off her sensor meter. ‘No... longer... function.’ 

Simon Hayes’ voice crackled over the intercommunication system. 
‘Anything John?’ 

‘Not enough to make an assessment...’ Koenig replied. “To do that we’re 
going to have to take a look inside. We’re bringing one down.’ 

There was a surprised pause. ‘Bringing one down?’ 

“You heard,’ Koenig told him, operating his jet pack and easing the 
missile forward. ‘Prepare one of the outbuildings. I want to be as far as 
possible from Command Centre when we open this thing up.’ 

Effortlessly, he and Maya began to float it through space towards the 
huge grabs of the motionless Eagle. 


The Research Unit was situated on the furthermost arm of the Moon Base — 
for obvious reasons. If anything went wrong inside, the rest of the Base 
would hopefully not suffer. It was not even connected to Alpha by 
corridors, but by travel tube. 

It took Helena fifteen minutes to get to it from the Command Centre. Her 
presence would be needed in case of accidents when the missile was opened 
up. The travel tube door in front of her opened and she stepped out. Ahead 
of her was a short corridor; at the end, the workshop laboratory where they 
had taken their puzzling find. She walked through. 

The laboratory, like all the others, was divided into two parts — an 
operations area and an observation area. The two areas were separated by a 
thick, protective see-through partition in which was set a door. 

‘Medical and Rescue Units standing by,’ she announced as she entered 
the observation part. Koenig and Maya had rushed in and were still taking 
off their space suits. Koenig nodded, and slipped quickly into a swivel seat 
in front of the operating console. Maya took the seat beside him and started 
to work the controls. 

Helena stood behind pensively, watching their procedure. Through the 
glass she could see the missile being wheeled in through a separate entrance 
on a trolley by crew members. The men wore protective clothing and 
pushed it towards an operating plinth with a revolving base, then loaded it 
on. 


‘We can safeguard against the obvious dangers — bacteria, toxic 
chemicals — but anything else has to be guesswork,’ Helena informed them. 

Koenig nodded again. He spoke into his monitor. ‘Simon —hook us up to 
the main computer. We’re going to have to run every possible test before we 
pierce that casing.’ 

‘Computer link ready in Main Mission,’ Hayes replied almost 
instantaneously. 

‘Let’s start then,’ Koenig announced tensely. The men who had wheeled 
the missile in had now departed, and the ominous-looking craft was left on 
its own under the powerful operating lights. At Maya’s touch, a remote 
control, mobile, multi-purpose scanner moved forward into position inside 
the operating room. Obligingly, the cylinder under inspection revolved 
slowly on its stand. 

‘Immediate relay,’ Hayes notified Koenig of a computer reading. As he 
spoke, the print-outs chattered out of the console in front of Maya and 
Helena. 

“What have you got?’ Koenig asked them. 

Maya studied one of the sheets. “Theoretical possibilities about the 
construction technique — but nothing of any practical value in terms of 
piercing it.” She sounded disappointed. 

Helena was equally unexcited by her sheet. ‘No data to assess chemical 
or bacteriological dangers until the shell’s pierced.’ 

‘Vicious circle,’ Koenig stated flatly. ‘All right then. We’re going to have 
to go in blindfold.’ He nodded to Maya. 

Inside the operating area, the scanner arm emitted a beam of pure white 
light. The light hit the body of the cylinder and resolved itself down to a 
bright, burning spot. It changed down even further into a needle-thin laser 
beam. The see-through dividing wall darkened to protect them from the 
glare. Where the laser struck the metal body, a bright burst of light 
exploded. It died away, leaving a rough-edged hole. 

An apprehensive silence fell in the observation area. The hole gaped 
obscenely at them, and they shuffled uneasily, waiting for something to 
happen. The faint sound of a regular ticking and purring came over the 
loudspeakers. 

‘Moving parts!’ Koenig himself exploded into light. ‘There’s a working 
mechanism inside it!’ 


‘Perhaps a detonation device,’ Maya cautioned in alarm. 

‘Computer reaction?’ Koenig demanded. 

Lights flashed on the console as the computer went into a flatspin, 
followed by more loud chattering as the print-out came. As fast as they 
came off, Helena read them out. ‘No radiation increase... no bacteriological 
change... no pressure variation... no toxic chemical presence...’ 

‘Flush the inside with nitrogen,’ Koenig ordered, quickly deciding what 
to do. 

Maya punched and turned more controls and a nozzle from the scanner 
arm lowered itself into the hole in the missile casing. A geyser of white 
nitrogen vapour erupted into the air as the freezing liquid nitrogen was 
flushed inside — and immediately boiled as it was exposed to room 
temperature. It bubbled and splashed over the rim of the hole. 

An intense hissing sound came over the loudspeakers as it steamed, 
overriding the sound of the whirring, clicking mechanism. Jaws set in a 
tight grimace, Koenig watched as more and more of the liquid gas was 
pumped in. Eventually, the mechanical sounds stopped, their workings 
frozen solid. He raised his hand and and Maya stopped the input of 
nitrogen. The hissing died away and once again there was total silence. 

They glanced at one another nervously. 

Koenig was about to rise and investigate, when a sudden massive 
explosion occurred inside the operating room, shattering the partition and 
hurling them all off their feet. Metal chunks flew across the room and 
embedded themselves in the walls. More excess nitrogen boiled away, and 
again there was silence. 

They picked themselves up, unharmed bar minor cuts and bruises. 
Helena gathered her numbed wits about her and hit the alarm button. 

The Decontamination Unit ran forward into the area from the corridor, 
and aimed the nozzles from their canisters at the missiles. They were 
followed by the Medical Unit who raced in with stretchers and first-aid 
equipment, headed by Ben Vincent. They helped Maya to her seat, and 
attended to a bad gash on Koenig’s head. 

“What was it, John?’ Helena asked, white-faced while she helped one of 
the medics. 

Koenig winced at the application of a disinfected swab. ‘The casing must 
have blown-up... under tremendous in-built internal stresses. Probably my 


own stupid fault for injecting the nitrogen.’ 

A sudden, horrified shout came from one of the Decontamination Squad. 
‘Commander! Over here, if you can!’ 

Alarmed, Koenig pulled himself away from the medic and walked 
shakenly through the shattered partition to the missile. He braced himself to 
expect an unpleasant sight, and glanced down into the ruptured side. There 
lay the head and shoulders of a young boy — rimmed and solid with frost. 
His eyes bulged open in an opaque stare, and his lips were stretched in the 
ghastly rictus of the dead. 

He turned away, sick with horror and grief. 

“What is it, John?’ Helena asked, reacting to his appalled expression. She 
walked slowly through. 

“Whatever, whoever it... he... is inside there... it’s humanoid. We’ve just 
killed him...’ 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN 


The boy was young, no more than eighteen, Helena hazarded. He had a face 
of almost cherubic innocence, with fair curly hair. At one time he had 
possessed a youthful flair and energy just like any other youngster. He wore 
a bright yellow tunic with a red band across it. He was about her own 
height. 

She and Ben Vincent stared at him through the plastic survival tent that 
had been erected around his bed. Each, at one time or another, on Earth, had 
had children of their own, and they were grief-sticken. A mass of leads and 
tubes connected the boy to the banks of regulators and monitors behind 
him. In the foreground, a red rubber breathing bag feebly inflated and 
deflated. 

‘Start the fibulator,’ Helena told the other doctor. Vincent nodded and 
activated it. As he did so, Koenig strode anxiously into the room. ‘He’s 
alive, John,’ she told him before he could ask. ‘Just.’ 

‘Impossible!’ Koenig breathed. ‘The liquid nitrogen we injected into that 
container should have frozen him to death...’ 

‘It seems that he was already in deep freeze when you opened the 
cylinder,’ Helena informed him. ‘Cryobiology, John. The application of 
freezing techniques to living tissue.’ 

A change on one of the oscilloscopes recording the boy’s heart-rate made 
her start forward. ‘Increase the fibulator voltage. He’s fading.’ 

Koenig frowned. ‘You mean there’s no chance he’s going to make it?’ 

‘We still can’t assess the effects of the explosion,’ Vincent told him. 

Koenig was thoughtful. Suddenly, he spun round and jabbed at a 
communicator button. Verdeschi’s face appeared on the tiny wall screen. 
“Tony... | want another container brought down. Fast.’ 

‘Prepare transporter Eagle for launching,’ Verdeschi’s voice came over, 
as he passed on the instruction. He looked back towards the camera. ‘Any 
particular container?’ 

Koenig paused. ‘Yes,’ he said after a moment’s thought. “The twin of the 
one we’ve got.’ 


Helena looked up as Verdeschi clicked off. ‘Why bring another one 
down? We don’t know how to unseal them.’ 

Koenig indicated the dying boy. ‘He can tell us how to open that 
container... keep him alive.’ 

Helena looked indignant at this. ‘I’m a Doctor, John. I save life for the 
sake of saving life.’ 

Koenig’s mind had been operating on a totally different level. “These 
people have the secret of travel in space,’ he told her. ‘Some day our 
survival may depend on knowing that secret.’ 

Helena relented. ‘We have part of the answer already. A_ plastic 
membrane covering the whole body.’ 

Koenig reacted keenly, and peered through the tenting. 

“You can’t see it,’ Helena said. ‘It’s as fine as tissue... but strong...’ Her 
attention was drawn back to the falling heart-rate. ‘Double the voltage,’ she 
told Vincent. 

The other, older Doctor looked up sharply. ‘You’! kill him!’ he declared. 

‘Double it! And quick!’ she snapped. 

Vincent turned the dial rapidly. A needle on the fibulator swung over 
alarmingly into the red. 

Helena stared anxiously at the oscilloscope tube in front of her. The wave 
representing the heart beat gave a sudden double blip and she smiled. She 
walked to the bed and removed the tent, the tubes and the oxygen mask. 
‘He’s going to be OK,’ she declared warmly. 

They gathered a respectful distance round the boy and watched him. His 
eyes flickered open and he looked from side to side. A struggle seemed to 
take place inside him and his beautiful young features creased. ‘Cantar...’ he 
gasped weakly, almost inaudibly. ‘My name is Cantar.’ 

Koenig leaned forward urgently. ‘Cantar...’ 

‘My people... save my people...!’ the boy whispered with more force. 

‘We will if you help us...’ Koenig told him gently. 

The creased features eased and the boy seemed to relax as he heard this. 
He tried to sit up, to see who Koenig was, but couldn’t. ‘The others... have 
you sighted the others?’ he asked. 

Koenig patted his blanketed body. ‘They’re in orbit around our base.’ 

The boy strained suddenly again in alarm. ‘You... must... recover them,’ 
he gasped. ‘Immediately... the cylinders...’ 


‘John!’ Helena called out urgently. ‘Let him rest.’ 

Koenig withdrew himself from the bedside and glanced at the 
oscilloscope. The peaks were reducing again, but he turned to Helena 
nevertheless. ‘We have to know, Helena.’ 

Cantar’s eyelids flickered open again. He spoke very weakly indeed now, 
and they had to bend close to listen. “They are not constructed to withstand 
gravitational forces. They will shatter if left in orbit...’ 

‘How do we open them without blowing them apart?’ Koenig asked, 
pressing himself even closer to the boy’s mouth to hear the reply. 

Helena crossed her arms in anger behind him. 

“You... must relieve the internal pressure by heating the capsule from 
outside...’ At that, the boy sank again into a deep, semi-comatose sleep, and 
now Helena intervened more, firmly. 

‘No more,’ she told Koenig adamantly. ‘You’ve had as much out of him 
as I’m going to allow you for now.’ 

‘Right, Doc,’ Koenig arose from where he had been crouching. He had 
the information he wanted. As he rose to leave, he pecked her on the cheek, 
but angrily she waved him away. 


Another of the grey, fluted containers lay before him. This one had been 
easier to bring down — now that it was known that it wasn’t armed. But just 
for safety’s sake it was being opened by remote-control again, in a new 
laboratory. 

‘Heat seven points of maximum,’ Maya called out from her position at 
the controls. A strong, red light bathed the craft, giving it the equivalent of a 
good roasting. 

‘Kill it,’ Koenig decided. The heat treatment was stopped and the group 
of white-coated people in the observation area tensed in the sudden quiet. 
They strained forward to see if there had been any response to their 
experiment. 

A small panel in the fluted top of the cylinder drew back and a red glow 
emanated from inside. 

The operatives waited vigilantly for signs of life. When none were 
forthcoming, Koenig unlocked the partition door and cautiously edged 
himself inside the room. Soon he was standing directly over the open portal, 


gazing down into the redness. The Laws of Physics, Life, Probability and 
the Universe couldn’t have been put to better test, he thought 
philosophically as he gazed in surprise on the spectacle of a beautiful young 
girl, companion to the boy. Unblemished, her features frozen in a beatific 
smile, she had been delivered pure and sound. 

Hurriedly, he supervised the extrication of the girl from the capsule, and 
her transportation by stretcher trolley to the Medical Centre. A much 
happier Helena greeted him. About twelve hours had elapsed since the early 
conversation with Cantar. Since then the boy had pulled through with 
remarkable speed. 

‘Blood temperature almost normal,’ Ben Vincent was announcing as he 
entered with the new patient. The Doctor looked round from his 
instruments, perturbed, letting go of the stethoscope. He and Helena rushed 
towards the trolley and began off-loading the girl onto the bed they had 
prepared for her — next to Cantar’s. The same tent had been erected over her 
bed, and they quickly fixed to her the various sensor leads, oxygen mask 
and electrocardiogram discs. They stood back and began to put the life- 
Saving equipment into operation. 

‘Zova...’ Cantar, the boy began to speak again from behind them. Helena 
turned to comfort him. He was struggling weakly and she tried to keep him 
in his bed. But he sat, propping himself up on an elbow, and gazed 
plaintively at the isolation tent. ‘She is my wife...’ he told them, more 
strongly. 

Startled, and inquisitive once more, Koenig came over to his bedside. He 
squatted down beside the boy. ‘You were floating in pairs?’ he asked, 
hazarding a guess. 

‘Pairs... threes... fours... family groups,’ Cantar replied. He added with 
surprising viciousness, ‘It appealed to their sadistic sense of humour.’ He 
seemed to speak almost without thinking as he anxiously watched Helena 
and Vincent working on Zova. 

Koenig leaned forward intently. ‘Whose sense of humour? Where are you 
from?’ he urged. 

Cantar sank back, unable to support himself on his elbow. ‘Golos was 
known to us who lived there as the Peace Planet...’ 

“You were invaded...?? Koenig asked shrewdly as he helped prop their 
guest back up with pillows. 


Cantar appeared relieved, but still bitter. “We were cast out...’ he told 
Koenig. ‘Exiled. An internal struggle. We were unarmed, helpless. The 
others were small in number but ruthless...’ He was distracted again by 
thoughts of his wife. ‘Is she breathing?’ he asked Helena urgently. 

Helena had returned to assist Vincent, but now she came briefly back to 
the boy’s bedside. ‘She’ll be all right,’ she replied gently, feeling his 
fevered brow. 

Cantar’s arm fell out of the blankets and stretched toward the 
neighbouring bed. For the first time, he smiled. It was not a smile of 
happiness as such, but a smile of relief... from intolerable burdens. ‘You are 
humane people...’ he said. ‘You’ll save us all, I know that...’ 

Koenig looked suddenly uncomfortable, but he let the boy drop back off 
to sleep. For the moment, at any rate, he was safe in his assumptions. 

He arose from the bedside and left the room. A deeper, darker picture 
was beginning to build up in his mind. It might be that the Moon Base was 
under some kind of attack after all. But an attack of a far more subtle kind. 
Perhaps an attack that even the attackers themselves were not aware of... a 
slow, creeping, insidious psychic attack. 

He returned to the Command Centre and sat himself down thoughtfully. 
“That cloud, Sandra. Have we got any specifications yet?’ 

‘A good, clear picture. A long shot, but nothing else positive,’ Sandra 
Benes replied from her console. With a few deft movements she brought the 
picture of the cloud on the Big Screen. There was, as she had said, not 
much to go on, but what there was was unmistakable. The screen was filled 
with stars — in this small area of space alone there were as many visible to 
the naked eye as could be counted in all the heavens of Earth — and circled 
helpfully by Sandra was the cloud mass he was looking for. It looked a tiny, 
black circle of insignificance, blotting out the other stars. In actual fact, in 
astronautical terms it was extremely close to them. Furthermore, it lay 
uncomfortably near to their trajectory. 

Koenig mused. It seemed too distant for there to be any connection. 
Regretfully, he would have to wait until they got closer to it. He depressed a 
button, and the live coverage of the orbiting space capsules flashed back on 
again. 


The cloud revealed no more of its mystery, but two days later the youthful 
space traveller had completely recovered from his harrowing ordeal. He 
looked strong, vital and confident, as though he had never suffered an 
illness in his life. His confidence was so cock-sure, it unnerved Koenig. The 
wisdom of age had taught the Commander that if you made one charitable 
act to a member of your fellow brethren in space, further acts of charity 
were quickly expected — not as a gift, but as a right: He could end up having 
his whole Moon Base taken over. 

“Your request is out of the question,’ he told the boy gravely when Cantar 
had come to him to ask him again to retrieve his orbiting friends. They were 
standing in the Command Centre, overheard by Hayes and Helena. ‘Our 
Life Support facilities cannot handle any more... It’s impossible.’ 

Cantar looked worried, but he still had a lot of attack left. ‘In thirty-six 
hours gravity will shatter those containers. Can you stand by and let it 
happen?’ 

Koenig heaved a sigh of exasperation. They had been arguing for almost 
an hour. He indicated Helena with a wave of his hand, and said, ‘My 
Medical Officer is in charge of our Life Support system. Tell him, Helena.’ 

“We don’t even permit any new births on Moon Base Alpha because 
we’re afraid to overload,’ Helena told the youth. 

“We’ve no choice, Cantar,’ Koenig told him. 

Their guest tightened his lips, and they could see him struggling with 
himself. Another angle, born of desperation occurred to him. ‘We can give 
you a choice... Zova and myself,’ he told them brightly. ‘We can use our 
skills to increase your recycling capacity tenfold...’ 

Koenig frowned disbelievingly. ‘In thirty-six hours?’ 

‘Tf that’s all we have — yes.’ Cantar replied. 

The offer seemed specious. Koenig gave a final shake of his head. ‘Sorry, 
Cantar. I can’t take the chance.’ 

Annoyance and anxiety crept into Cantar’s expression. He tried one last 
approach. ‘You say you want to learn our secret of suspended animation in 
space travel... Bring them down and I will give you the secret !’ 

‘No.’ 

“Then send us back!’ Cantar cried. ‘Send Zova and myself up to die with 
our people!’ He spun round and walked angrily from the Centre. 


Koenig stared impassively at the Big Screen, his face set in an 
irremovable expression. Deep inside him, he was unhappy — not at his 
decision, which he felt was sound, but at the fact of having to enforce it. 
After a moment’s inner reflection, he also arose and returned to his quarters. 
As he went he felt the uncomprehending and indignant gazes of his own 
personnel. 

“Why am I the only one who can see the dangers?’ he shouted in 
frustration at himself when he was safely in his room. He slammed his fist 
down on his desk. Allowing him no umbrage, the door buzzer rang and 
Helena’s face appeared on the tiny monitor. 

‘May we come in?’ she asked in a determined voice. 

Without replying, he hit the release button. Helena, followed by Hayes, 
entered. ‘Any more fit in?’ he asked them sarcastically, knowing full well 
why they had come. 

“They’re people, John,’ Hayes began accusingly, ‘like you and me.’ 

“They look like you and me. But that’s all we know about them. About 
their minds, their motives, we know nothing.’ 

‘Must you assume the worst?’ Helena asked, half pleading and half 
coldly. 

“Yes... where the safety of this base is concemed,’ Koenig replied. 

‘So we abandon them?’ Helena flared. ‘Watch them die?’ 

He arose from his desk and paced agitatedly up and down his book-lined 
room in front of them. He had given in on rare occasions, invariably with 
disastrous consequences to all. ‘When I was an astronaut cadet,’ he spoke 
softly, but with pain, ‘I was on a Resupply Mission to a Venus space station. 
As we prepared to dock, a computer diagnosis showed fourteen of the 
scientists up there were sick. Three already dead. A disease unknown to 
Earth against which we had no antidote. My Commander had to make a 
decision. He couldn’t bring that disease back to Earth.’ He paused. ‘We left 
those men to die.’ 

There was a respectful silence. 

‘But this situation is different,’ Helena argued. ‘These people have no 
trace of sickness...’ 

“They may have something our sensors can’t pick up. My concern is the 
survival of this base...’ 


‘Is survival all-important?’ Hdyes asked heatedly. ‘What sort of society is 
it that abandons fifty innocent, fellow humans.’ 

‘Of course we’re concerned with our own survival,’ Helena hedged him 
from the other side. ‘But we have to decide what price we’re willing to pay 
for it.’ 

He adopted a grim, wordless stance once more, while he considered ways 
in which he could continue to implement his decision, yet show a greater 
degree of human charity. They stared at him, expectantly, with worried 
faces. Firmly, he pressed a button on his desk monitor. Sandra Benes’ face 
appeared on the screen. 

‘John?’ 

‘Ask Cantar to come to my quarters, please.’ He snapped off her image 
and re-sat himself heavily in his seat. He opened a drawer. 

‘John... thank you,’ Helena stepped forward. 

‘Don’t thank me yet,’ Koenig warned her, unsmiling, and she stepped 
tensely back. They waited in silence until the door buzzer sounded again. 

‘Please come in, Cantar,’ Koenig said. He hit a button. 

Cantar entered, evidently still angry, and stood sullenly in front of the 
Commander. Helena and Hayes smiled faintly to reassure him that 
something had been worked out. 

Koenig abruptly pulled a stun gun out of his drawer. He pointed it at the 
surprised Cantar and fired it, before anyone could stop him. Helena and 
Hayes stepped back in horror, but they were too shocked to speak as they 
watched the boy stagger and collapse, enveloped in a bright aura of light 
energy. 

His face a rigid, self-imposed mask of inhumanity, Koenig called Sandra 
back to the screen and ordered a stretcher team. He turned to the appalled 
Helena and an equally appalled though mystified Hayes. ‘I had to be sure 
our weapons were effective against him,’ he explained, and watched as 
sudden, unwilling understanding contorted their expressions. ‘Let them try 
to expand our Life Support systems... but I want security men on guard at 
all times.’ 

Hayes nodded weakly. ‘I’ll see to it, John. They will never be alone in the 
Life Support Centre.’ 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN 


Compensating for the tensions and worries that were associated with 
working and defending the runaway Moon Base, were an impressive and 
comprehensive range of cultural facilities. These ranged from indoor 
football and squash, to the intellectual pursuits of art and books. They had 
been built up gradually over the years, and whenever time and resources 
permitted, they were added to. On a recent planetary exploration team 
Helena found that her early artistic leanings were suddenly advanced with 
the discovery of a fine deposit of modelling clay, and took the opportunity 
to bring some of it back with her. That was more than twelve months ago. 
Now the shelves and alcoves in her room were thickly crowded with clay 
busts and abstract sculptures. Her latest, soon-to-be-revealed masterpiece 
was a Self-portrait. It was a competent and faithful rendition of herself, done 
from her memory of years of beautifying treatments in front of mirrors. 

Cantar had revived from the blast of the stun gun and Zova, his pretty 
wife, had made a successful recovery from her years of frozen sleep, While 
they demonstrated their alleged abilities to increase Alpha’s Life Support 
capacity, Helena found the time to finish off the sculpture. 

‘Like it?’ she asked Maya, who was taking the opportunity to relax with 
her. Helena stood back from her creation and wiped her slender fingers on 
her apron. They were deceptively strong sensible fingers, in spite of the 
careful attention to manicure she paid to them. Maya put down the 
educational discs she had been ‘reading’ on Earth women’s clothing 
fashions and came to view. She looked suitably impressed, but she was still 
deeply immersed in her history lesson. 

“This women’s liberation...’ she asked Helena, ‘having provoked desire 
in the young males, you needed a weapon to fight them off?’ 

‘No...’ Helena answered her. ‘By the 1980s we were beginning to quite 
like men again. They had stopped taking themselves so seriously. They 
even learned to laugh at themselves on occasion.’ 

Maya looked astonished. ‘Commander Koenig, too?’ 


“Why not? When he’s relaxed, off-duty, he’s really got a very nice sense 
of humour.’ 

‘He can laugh at himself?’ 

‘Certainly,’ Helena replied emphatically, with a smile. 

The door buzzer sounded, and as though inviting himself to be tested by 
her claim, Koenig’s face appeared on the screen. Helena glanced anxiously 
at the moulded bust, to check that it was indeed complete. She peeled off 
her apron. 

Maya looked amused by something. ‘You’re quite sure —about 
Commander Koenig’s sense of humour?’ 

Helena nodded, giving a sharp smirk as she caught Maya’s intention. As 
she pressed the button that opened the door, a burst of white light came 
from her side. When she looked up, she noticed that the Psychon had 
changed herself into an exact replica of herself. She was so perfect that not 
even Koenig would be able to tell who was who. 

Koenig entered. During the last few hours the work load had diminished 
somewhat. He too felt more relaxed, though still uneasy. When he saw the 
two Helenas standing in front of him, he at first looked shocked, and then 
quickly smiled as he realized that he was to be the butt of a joke. But his 
mind was still very much preoccupied with practical arrangements. 

‘Helena...?’ he spoke to both of them, embarrassed. 

“Yes John?’ Maya/Helena asked, fighting back the laughter she felt. 

‘Okay,’ he grinned suddenly, jerking his head from woman to woman. 
“Which is it?’ 

“You mean you can’t tell?’ the real Helena taunted. 

‘Of course I can tell,’ Koenig laughed. ‘Maya can’t hold that form for 
more than an hour. All I do is sit back and wait.’ He leaned against the wall 
and crossed his arms. 

‘An hour?’ Maya/Helena asked him. She smiled at Helena. ‘Why wait 
that long?’ She stepped forward and slipped her arms round his neck. With 
surprising vigour she kissed him hard on the mouth. 

Bemused, and rather enjoying the sudden attention, Koenig waited for 
the other Helena to come to him. In the same manner as her replica she 
delivered the identical heady kiss. Both kisses felt exactly the same. 

The women stepped back, smiling teasingly. 

“Well...2?? Helena asked him after a moment. 


“Well...?? Maya/Helena copied her template. 

Koenig shrugged, feigning indifference. ‘Nothing easier.’ 

‘Really?’ Maya/Helena asked. 

‘Sure — there was absolutely no difference at all.’ 

‘What!’ the real Helena exploded, despite herself. ‘Well! Nobody can 
ever accuse you of being a man of perception, can they?’ 

Koenig laughed and gestured to her. ‘Okay Helena — time to get down to 
the Research Unit. Your friends are ready to start work.’ He turned to 
Maya/Helena. ‘And you, Maya... back to your station.’ 

Maya reverted to herself, and giggled. ‘Yes, Commander.’ She left the 
room, still very amused. Koenig turned to the bust which Helena had made 
and studied it closely. 

“Well, what do you think?’ she asked him, composing herself again. 

“With a subject like that, you can’t go wrong,’ Koenig turned and took 
her in his arms. ‘When do I get it?’ 

“You get the bust right now,’ Helena replied, pulling herself away. She 
lifted the bust off its stand and presented it to him. ‘From me to you.’ She 
reached up and pecked him lightly on the cheek. ‘When I get back from my 
friends in the Life Support Centre, I might consider something else,’ she 
smiled abstrusely. So saying, she left, leaving him wondering amusedly to 
himself what it was that he was supposed to have done wrong. 


The High Energy Physics Research Section in the Life Support Centre was 
awash with strobing waves and flashes of coloured lights. They were almost 
too much for Helena to bear as she entered through the transparent, sound- 
proofed door. Immediately her ears were assailed with a loud, continuous 
popping sound. 

Cantar and Zova, both dressed in the identical yellow and red tunics they 
wore in their cryogenic coffins, were standing in front of a bench strewn 
with complex-looking equipment. They had their backs to her, but as she 
walked over to them they turned round from their work. They smiled, very 
cheerfully, Helena thought, considering they had almost run out of time. 

When he saw Helena with her hands over her ears, Cantar obligingly 
switched off the instrument that was making the popping noise. He and 
Zova seemed unaffected by it. 


“Well...?’ Helena asked, after the ringing in her ears had lessened. 

‘I think we’ ve finished,’ Cantar surprised her. 

‘But we can’t be certain until we can make a real test — in the power 
room,’ Zova put in, innocently. She turned and eyed an armed guard who 
was posted in front of the door to the Power Room. It led off the laboratory, 
and the poor man who was guarding it looked dizzy from the colours and 
noise. 

Helena was firm. ‘You know the Commander’s orders — the Power 
Section’s off limits.’ 

Cantar looked imploring. ‘Please talk to the Commander. I’m sure he’Il 
understand.’ 


‘Only three hours five minutes before they blow themselves up,’ Koenig 
told Verdeschi, reading off the time indicator next to the Big screen. On the 
screen was the fleet of grey, fluted life-support canisters. 

‘That’s what Cantar says,’ Verdeschi commented from his console. 
Koenig looked at him bleakly, prompting the Italian to add, ‘You still don’t 
trust him, do you?’ 

‘I trust everybody — and I check everybody.’ He leaned forward and 
touched a button. Helena’s face appeared on the console screen in front of 
him. ‘How’s it coming?’ he asked her. 

“They’re making very good progress, John.’ She looked upset. ‘But they 
need your permission to get into the Power Section.’ 

‘Negative,’ Koenig said brusquely, shaking his head. 

‘John — they’ve only three hours to go.’ 

‘Still negative.’ He cut her off and turned towards Maya. ‘How long will 
it take you to figure out exactly what they’re doing?’ 

‘It would take careful observation,’ The Psychon replied. 

“Then get down there and observe. You too, Simon,’ he told Hayes. He 
turned back to Verdeschi. ‘We’re in the dark, and I don’t like it. How do we 
know what they’re making down there? How do we know they want to use 
our valuable power for the reason they say?’ 

Verdeschi nodded, slowly and with understanding. 


Cantar and Zova diplomatically excused themselves from Helena and 
returned to their work. They looked upset. Cantar wore the same expression 
of anger that he had in the Command Centre after Koenig had told him that 
he wasn’t prepared to bring the other containers down. It was, in a sense, an 
unjustifiable anger, Helena thought to herself, considering they were guests. 
But she cast the thought from her mind, chastizing herself for thinking so 
unfairly of people who were merely trying to rejoin their kin. 

‘Final test,’ Cantar warned. 

Zova threw a switch. The lights began to strobe once more. The loud 
popping sound returned. This time the sound accelerated to such a pitch that 
the popping became one continuous screech of noise. Helena and the guard 
threw their hands over their ears in pain. 

Cantar and Zova exchanged glances of complicity. Then, while the sound 
was at its peak, Cantar made a rush for the Power Room door. 

‘Cantar!’ Helena shouted, but her voice went unheard. The guard stepped 
forward, dropping his hand and raising his gun. His teeth clenched in a snarl 
of pain. 

Zova turned the equipment off, and as the sound died away the guard 
recovered. ‘I’m sorry, sir,’ he gasped. ‘My orders are that nobody enters this 
room.’ 

Cantar looked determined to enter. He continued moving towards the 
guard, who glanced enquiringly at Helena. Helena nodded, tensely. The gun 
went off and a thin white laser beam found its target on the boy. Instead of 
collapsing as he had done when Koenig fired on him, Cantar stood his 
ground and sneered. He advanced on the guard and a short scuffle followed, 
terminated when Cantar neatly touched a point at the base of the other 
man’s spine. His victim collapsed unconscious to the floor with a cry of 
agony. 

The alien youth picked up the guard’s gun. He waved it at Helena and 
pushed open the door to the Power Room with his free hand. An anxious 
look crossed his face. He glanced at Zova to see if she had finished, but the 
girl was still making adjustments to their equipment. Evidently deciding 
that there wasn’t time to wait for her, he disappeared inside the Power 
Room, giving Helena the opportunity to run forward. 

Cantar had almost thrown himself on the Power Room controls that lined 
the walls; as though entry to the room was all that he had ever wished. He 


seemed oblivious of Helena, and once inside she made a dash for the large, 
red alarm button on the wall. Her hand scarcely reached it when she felt a 
sudden, crippling pain explode throughout her body. It came from her back, 
and she just had time to remember Zova before she lost consciousness. 

The doors to the laboratory slid open and Verdeschi and Maya ran into 
the room. They had seen the scuffling from afar, and both had their guns 
drawn. They glanced quickly round the deserted room. The Security Chief 
noticed the Power Room door being closed and sprang towards it, in time to 
prevent it being locked. He forced his way in, hurling Zova across the 
Power Room floor. Cantar turned from the controls and aimed the guard’s 
gun. Verdeschi ducked and launched himself at the Alarm button. The 
second time, the stun gun got him, and he began sliding down the wall, 
unconscious; but not before he had alerted the Moon Base. 

A fierce snarling sound came from the laboratory, and Cantar ran to the 
door in an attempt to close it. Too late, as a slavering, vicious Alsatian 
sprang through and leapt at his throat. With a look of absolute desperation 
and terror on his face, he was thrown to the ground. His gun was sent flying 
from his grip and slid to where Zova was groggily picking herself up from 
the ground. She snatched it up and fired it at the snarling, snapping dog, 
stunning it. The Maya/Alsatian keeled over in mid-spring and fell on its 
side. With a determined effort, Zova ran and locked the door. Cantar rose to 
his feet and staggered resolutely back to the controls. 


Alerted by the alarm, Koenig and two guards rushed into the Physics 
laboratory. Seeing the room empty and noticing the prostrate Power Room 
Guard, they ran to the door and tried unsuccessfully to open it. 

Livid with rage, Koenig pressed his face to the observation window set in 
the door. He saw Cantar and Zova at the controls and the motionless bodies 
of Verdeschi, Helena and Maya. He ripped his gun from its holster and 
blasted it at the door mechanism. They erupted in a burst of flame and 
pungent smoke. One of the guards shoved at the door, trying to slide it 
open. He pushed and strained, in vain. 

‘It’s jammed, sir,’ he wheezed. 

Scarcely listening, Koenig fired his gun at the control box of the door 
until it was a totally shattered, flaming wreck. At length the obstinate doors 


slid apart and they rushed in. 

Screaming sound pulsations erupted from the room, causing them to 
double up in pain. They still fought their way inside, into an intense 
spinning vortex of blue light that made their skins tingle with negative 
energy. 

Dimly, Koenig made out the forms of Cantar and Zova, and the bodies on 
the floor. He struggled towards them, shielding his eyes from the light. A 
drop in the intensity of both light and sound occurred, and the vast flow of 
energy that was being released from the Alphan supplies gradually died 
away. As it did so, and as the light and sound cleared away altogether, 
Koenig saw with horror that the two aliens and the bodies of Helena and 
Verdeschi had vanished. 

Apart from the prostrate form of Maya, the Power Room was empty. 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN 


Helena awoke hazily to find herself assaulted by graphic, vivid images. She 
was only partly awake and could have been dreaming. Whether dream or 
reality, the cold, blue, sickening vortex down which she was falling, was a 
nightmare, and there was no escaping from it. She fell down and down, 
helplessly. Her ears rang again with the rapid popping sounds she 
remembered having heard in the laboratory. At length, the blue, rushing 
vapour vanished, and she fell headlong into a dense fog. Through the fog 
walls she caught fleeting glimpses of a cratered, mountainous landscape 
covered sparsely with greenery and lakes of water. As she fell closer, she 
saw cities of low, flat-roofed buildings and rapid transit tubes cutting across 
the valley floors and into the sides of the mountains. 

The falling sensation ceased abruptly. She found herself standing with 
Verdeschi in a large, colourful room filled with consoles. Opposite her, 
beyond a large central control table, the figures of Cantar and Zova 
materialized. 

Two scientists sat with their backs to her, working at the table. They 
looked up abruptly at Cantar and Zova. The elder of the two rose from his 
seat and pointed at them. He gave a cry of horror. ‘Exiles...’ 

The other scientist scrambled from his seat, but before they could reach 
what Helena took for an alarm button, Zova fired the Alphan stun gun. The 
glass dome housing the button melted away, leaving it inoperable. 

Shocked, and still overcome by their strange passage through space, the 
Alphans stared at the scene of ruthless violence that was being enacted 
before them. Never had they thought it possible that the two good-looking, 
seemingly charming young aliens were, in effect, gangsters. 

Cantar too produced a gun and aimed it at a complex assembly of glass 
tubes and reservoirs that stood in the centre of the control dais. The tubes 
were filled with delicate shades of coloured liquids that rushed and bubbled 
inside. ‘A puny weapon against us,’ he told the scientists. ‘But it has its 
uses...’ 


The elder scientist turned towards him, a horrified expression on his face. 
Despite his age the watching Alphans could see that certain characteristics 
in his face closely resembled those of Cantar and Zova. ‘No!’ he pleaded 
desperately. ‘Destroy that system and within hours hundreds of our people 
die..!’ 

Cantar laughed and fired. Several tubes shattered and the liquids inside 
boiled out in clouds of hissing vapours. He pointed his gun at the central 
assembly causing the elder scientist to protest more desperately than ever. 
‘Don’t! It’s the Main Plant. You’ lI kill everybody on Golos!’ 

Cantar laughed again at the frightened man’s plight. He did not fire. 
‘Bring Ragnar here,’ he demanded of the man. “Tell him Cantar will destroy 
all life on Golos unless he comes along.’ 

The scientist looked wretchedly indecisive. He tried to stammer 
something out, but Cantar cut him off. ‘Bring him!’ he shouted at him. He 
fired his gun, shattering more tubes. The scientists cringed with fear and ran 
quickly from the room. 

The youthful killer turned to the Alphans. He smiled imperiously at them, 
his clear, blue eyes flashing with a young vigour and vitality that shocked 
them. Helena could see now what it was in him that she wasn’t sure about. 
She had been too kind to them and she cursed herself a thousand times for 
having talked Koenig into compromising his decision. The alien looked at 
her. ‘You look at me with surprise, Doctor Russell,’ he said. 

‘Contempt, Cantar,’ she told him, collecting her wits. 

Cantar snarled bitterly. “You’re like the people here on Golos — crippled 
by your moral ideas of loyalty, gratitude, fair play...’ 

“Whereas you and Zova — you’re free spirits, I suppose,’ she countered, 
coldly. ‘Free to hate and threaten and kill...’ 

Verdeschi nudged her. ‘You’re wasting your breath, Helena. He doesn’t 
understand what you’re talking about.’ 

‘Let her speak. It amuses me,’ the youth replied haughtily. 

‘It’s not hard to see why Ragnar exiled you,’ Helena continued 
scathingly. “The surprise is he let you live at all.’ 

“That’s enough!’ Cantar snapped, raising his gun threateningly at her. 

A whirring sound came and a door opened. They all turned. A flood of 
green light issued from the doorway. In its frame appeared a very old, very 
dignified and very powerful lady. She was about seventy, and she looked 


around the room with a gaze of supreme power and wisdom. The Alphans 
felt awed, and the two exiles nervous. Once she was satisfied that her 
presence had been properly sensed, she stepped out of the green light into 
the room. The door slid shut behind her and they could see that she wore a 
long, simple robe of the deepest saffron. Her silver hair was long and 
luxuriant, and allowed to hang loose. 

She held Cantar’s eye and stepped in front of him. The rebel’s face was 
contorted with sudden hatred as she spoke to him in an intense, but 
inflexible voice — neither humble, nor supercilious. ‘I have come as you 
wished, Cantar.’ 

‘Ragnar! I want Ragnar!’ Cantar screamed out, enraged. 

‘Ragnar is dead. Long dead,’ the old lady replied. ‘I am Mirella — Chief 
Counsellor of Golos.’ 

This took Cantar by surprise. His jaw dropped without him realizing it. 
‘His daughter?’ 

‘His descendant,’ Mirella informed him to his further consternation. 
‘Ragnar died over three hundred years ago.’ 

‘Of course...” Cantar spoke dumbly as he absorbed the idea. ‘Your world 
continued while we floated in space...’ 

‘In Ragnar’s time you were cast out for crimes against our people. Now 
you come back with weapons and threats of destruction...’ She turned to 
Helena and Verdeschi. ‘Are these your allies?’ 

‘Their captives,’ Helena stepped forward. ‘Like you we’re here under 
duress. They used our energy supply to get here...’ 

Mirella turned back shrewdly to Cantar. “Two of you can’t hold all Golos 
to ransom for ever...’ 

‘Two of us now... but there will be more,’ Cantar smiled. 

‘At Moon Base Alpha we have found the ideal platform to recover our 
people,’ Zova rejoined. 

Helena snorted contemptuously. ‘You think John Koenig will co- 
operate?’ 

Cantar turned on her, a hard, wicked expression on his face. ‘Zova will 
make sure he does.’ 


Koenig paced in agitation up and down in front of the Big Screen. From 
time to time glancing sideways at the boiling, brown mass of space dust and 
other planetary particles that were depicted on it. They had finally caught 
up with the Space Cloud... or rather it had caught up with them. He wasn’t 
sure which way round it had happened. The picture was a blow-up taken 
from at least a hundred thousand miles away, but the Cloud was now close 
enough for their scanners to tell them that it was extremely dangerous. 
Providing it maintained its course, the Cloud wouldn’t hit them; it would 
miss them by a few thousand miles. But damaging unknown radiation that 
was pouring off it would bring about the same result as if it had — it would 
cause the death of all Alphans. Eagle Six, manned by Mackinlock, the Chief 
Eagle Pilot, had been sent up to investigate, but they had lost contact. 

Sandra Benes had videoed the news of the Space Cloud’s arrival soon 
after he had left the Power Room. Not much later, reports began to come in 
from the Medical Centre — the beds were filling with casualties. Now, they 
must assume Mackinlock was dead. 

Koenig paced up and down as though he were in some kind of mental 
nightmare, a disintegrating psychic monster trying desperately to pull all the 
loose bits together. The one calming factor seemed to be the ordinary, the 
mundane, the soothing calm of Helena’s bust which he had placed on his 
console. That at least was a sign of stability within the raging storm. 

‘Okay, send her in,’ he told Sandra, who was sitting at her console 
efficiently, effectively and, thank God, calmly. 

Zova appeared in the doorway, perhaps an arbitrator who could restore 
sanity and order. At least her presence proved one thing — Helena and 
Verdeschi weren’t entirely lost. She was a link, however tenuous. 

‘Commander Koenig,’ Zova announced, as she walked over to his 
console. She positioned herself almost pointedly it seemed, next to the clay 
bust ‘I think we should talk. You recover our people — and we return Helena 
Russell and Tony Verdeschi.’ 

The whirl that Koenig felt did not show when he spoke. He appeared 
totally calm and collected as he settled purposefully into his Command Seat 
and gazed levelly at her. “You do know how to show gratitude,’ he said. 

Zova took a torch-shaped transmitter from her belt. ‘Contact is possible... 
can I give Cantar your answer?’ 


“You’re asking me to destroy Moon Base Alpha,’ Koenig stated with no 
small degree of scorn in his voice. “The energy needed to beam you all 
wherever it is you come from would drain us completely. No, I won’t do it.’ 

Zova smirked. ‘You forget we have Doctor Russell...’ 

Koenig leaned forward and grabbed her by her tunic. ‘And we have you,’ 
he said, forcibly trying to shovel his hate back down inside to avoid 
strangling her there and then. 

Even in his grasp, she laughed contemptuously. With a sudden, equal 
hatred for him and his kind, she grasped the still soft clay sculpture of 
Helena’s head. She dug her nails viciously into the clay and scoured them 
down the delicately wrought face. 

A sudden, chilling scream of agony rent the Command Centre air, and 
Koenig let go of the alien girl, aghast. The scream was Helena’s. Wildly he 
wondered where it came from. Zova sadistically squeezed the clay until it 
oozed between her fingers. Helena’s screaming mounted and became even 
more excruciating, and finally Koenig was able to bear it no more. 
Deception or not, he shouted at the girl to stop. 

Slowly, smiling triumphantly, Zova took her hands away from the clay. 
The screaming died away and developed into an agonized sobbing. 

‘Well?’ Zova asked. 

‘All right,’ Koenig said weakly. ‘You win.’ 

‘A word of caution then, Commander,’ Zova continued. ‘Your Life 
Support System is now tuned to my mental process. I can destroy it by 
simple concentration.’ 

‘And you would, of course,’ Koenig commented grimly. 

Zova nodded, evilly. ‘If you give me cause...’ 

“We will recover the remaining containers,’ Koenig said slowly to her. 
‘Begin preparations right away.’ 

Zova nodded. She turned and left the Centre, heading for the Eagle 
launch area. 

Koenig turned to a white-faced Maya, and gestured to her. 

She rose and together they followed the wicked blackmailer who had the 
whole Moon Base in her grip. 


The tranquil, dignified ruler of Golos moved gracefully and unhurriedly 
towards her throne in front of the Control Dias, despite the ever-growing 
impatience and arrogance of Cantar. He prodded the gun in her back. 

“Tell them... tell the people we are now the new rulers of Golos,’ he told 
her savagely. 

‘People of Golos...’ Mirella began to speak slowly and calmly into some 
kind of a broadcasting device built into the dias. ‘Three hundred years ago 
our ancestors exiled the rulers of this planet...’ 

Helena nudged Verdeschi, as Cantar’s attention was partly distracted 
listening to the announcement. She whispered urgently to him. ‘I’ve just 
had a thought. The protective membrane Cantar and Zova both wear... it 
must be responsible for preserving their lives for over three hundred years.’ 
As she spoke, she looked down at her carefully manicured nails. They were 
painted, long and sharp knives. She showed them to Verdeschi, who 
nodded. ‘Divert him,’ she said. ‘Just give me three seconds.’ 

Verdeschi reacted instantly, stepping forward and smashing his hand 
down heavily on a bank of controls on the dias. With a loud crack of 
electricity, the console erupted into flame. Cantar spun round, firing his 
gun. As he did so, Helena leapt forward and dug her nails deep into his 
cheek. Determinedly she raked them down his skin, making sure that she 
ruptured the strong, life-supporting membrane that covered his body. 

With a wild scream of rage, the child who she had redelivered into the 
world in her hospital bed hurled her aside and brought his hand to his face. 
When he brought it down again he saw that it was covered in blood. 

A peculiar, dreadful feeling swept through him as he felt his life energy 
leaving. 


Across thousands of light years of space, the screaming, dying voice of his 
energy being travelled. It reached the Eagle Ship in which his beautiful, 
empathetic wife Zova was overseeing the collection of their blood brethren 
from their orbiting tombs. 

She, Maya and Koenig had donned space suits and were poised at the 
edge of the airlock door, ready to step into space. 

‘ZOVA!’ Cantar’s invisible energy body struck the craft and engulfed her 
with pain. She writhed, knowing that he was dying. 


Koenig, seeing his opportunity, wrenched the fire axe from the wall of 
the airlock and severed the girl’s safety line. He and Maya pushed the 
screaming body back into the malignant womb from which she had come, 
and closed the doors on her forever. 


As Zova had felt the loss of Cantar’s life, Cantar felt hers, and he began to 
grow even weaker. But in his fury he could not understand that he was 
dying. 

‘Koenig... she’ll die for this,’ he raged burning up his energy. He turned 
on Helena with blind hatred. ‘She’Il die for what you’ve done to Zova!’ He 
aimed his gun at her and fired. But Helena had moved behind a screen, and 
the screen shattered. 

‘Cantar...’ Mirella called out to him. She arose from her seat and, aged as 
she was, tried to wrestle the gun from him. He was still strong enough to 
hurl her fragile body to the ground. Stumbling and shambling, he advanced 
on Helena, raising his gun and pointing it at her again. She backed away 
into a mass of glass tubes and tanks. He fired, and missed again, breaking 
open more of the precious life-support containers. Clouds of more of the 
coloured vapours erupted into the air. 

Verdeschi struggled groggily to one knee. He had been hit peripherally 
by the stun gun when he had diverted Cantar’s attention. 

“Time is running out, Cantar,’ Helena called out to the raving exile. She 
moved rapidly around the room, from place to place, so that it was 
impossible for his slowing reactions to keep up with her. 

“Time... not much time...?’ the boy repeated questioningly. For the first 
time his wrath allowed signs of his fear to poke through. Frantically, he 
reached for his face with his hands. Where once he had touched fine, 
smooth skin, a sign of his youth, now he touched wrinkled carapace. 
Aghast, his eyes caught the rucked backs of his hands. He reacted in terror. 
He denied the evidence he saw before him, and he raised his gun once more 
and fired at where he thought Helena stood. ‘I’m young!’ he screamed 
hoarsely. ‘I was young when Ragnar was alive — and I’m young still. 
Nothing’s changed!’ 

“You are over three hundred years old,’ Helena taunted from the shadows 
of the darkening room. 


Cantar was shooting out the lights one by one — of the room, and his life. 

‘NO! he roared in a mixture of bitter anguish, rage and pain. He fired 
again, exploding more of the tubes. 

‘Look at yourself Cantar!’ Helena continued with her own brand of 
merciless, psychological warfare. ‘In less than ten seconds you’ve become 
an old man!’ 

‘NO!’ Cantar shrieked violently. ‘I tell you... it can’t happen!’ 

The man who had lost everything, who had never lived the part of his life 
for which he most yearned, his youth, stumbled drunkenly amid the 
equipment, firing his gun randomly. He was taking with him to his death as 
much of other people’s lives as he could. Eventually, his hair long and grey, 
and his skin drawn like a dried prune’s, he collapsed on the floor and lay 
still. Even then, Time had not taken its full toll of him. Before their eyes he 
aged further, beyond the grave; crumbling away into a fine dust that blew 
aimlessly about in the draught of the ruptured life tubes. 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN 


‘Space is infinite. It is dark... Space is neutral. It is cold... Space does not 
threaten. Space does not comfort. It does not sleep; it does not wake; it does 
not dream...” Words which Koenig had read long ago in some forgotten 
book in some forgotten Time, on Earth, returned to him again now. Space 
was none of those things. It was all of them. It was beautiful. It was 
deceptive... 

The powerful Eagle which bore him through it — while its energy supplies 
lasted — landed. He and Maya stepped gladly out into the travel tube, and 
sped back to the Command Centre. Not that there was much to be glad 
about. Helena and Verdeschi had returned ahead of them, courtesy of an 
aging and grateful monarch, but all else at the Moon Base was sadly awry. 
There were no energy reserves at all. What little power they had left in the 
Life Support Core would run out in a few days’ time — then Moon Base 
would die. 

He felt sick. 

Long periods of time seemed to pass, when he intermittently saw the 
corridors and the Section doors as they passed them on their way to the 
Command Centre. The Big Screen abruptly loomed into view before him. 
On it writhed the brown Cloud, belching its foul aroma at him. His purpose 
was to keep order... He struggled to pull himself round, but the rays and the 
emanations which had harmed his heart pulsated out at him from the brown 
mess. His puuuuuuuurrirrrpussssssss was to  keeeeeeeeeeeep 
orrrrderrrrrdyrrr... hordahhhbh... he told himself. 

‘John!’ Helena’s alarmed voice sounded somewhere at the side of him. 
‘John, you’ve had enough... You’re coming with me to the Med-Centre 
whether you like it or not! Tony’s in command now... now... now... NOW...’ 

‘NO!’ he fought vainly. “THE CLOUD! I MUST...’ 

He felt clear, cool hands pass through him, and strong, firm sheets, and 
then... peace, purrrrfect peacessssssssss... 


‘He’ll be all right,’ Verdeschi told Helena to ease her mind. He didn’t 
convince her though, perhaps because he didn’t convince himself. Koenig 
was the latest victim to fall prey to the lassitude, depression and loss of will 
which seemed to have struck the Moon Base. He patted Helena on the 
shoulder. ‘It was coming to him for some time.’ 

“We don’t know how the illness is caused,’ Helena complained. ‘If we 
knew that, we could help them.’ She stared around in distress at the full 
beds. She and Ben Vincent had suddenly found themselves plunged into a 
nightmare of work. The most worrying aspect of all, was that the Moon 
Base was functioning on a skeleton staff. There was hardly any energy left 
— and they were at their weakest ever ebb. All that was needed to bring 
them to an untimely death was the intervention of some maurauding alien 
or other. 

The monitor bleeped on the Medical Centre wall, and Sahn’s face 
appeared. Sahn was a standby operator who had taken over the two posts 
normally manned by Sandra and Yasko. His smiling face struck the one 
happy note on the whole of Alpha. 

‘What is it, Sahn?’ Verdeschi asked him. 

‘Eagle Six — we’ve picked it up!’ the Indian replied cheerfully. 

Tony and Helena looked at one another in astonishment. Eagle Six was 
the ship Koenig had sent up to reconnoitre the Space Cloud and lost contact 
with. 

‘Impossible!’ Verdeschi exclaimed. ‘I’m coming right over!’ He waved 
to Helena and dashed from the room. 

Maya, still functioning, met him in the Command Centre. She and Sahn 
now looked worried, and he frowned questioningly at them. 

“We can’t make contact,’ the Psychon told him. Anxiously, she stabbed at 
a button on her console. The Centre was dominated suddenly by the 
impressive bulk of the Eagle Six. It hung in space as though directionless 
and without energy. The Cloud from which it had come wasn’t visible at 
this magnification, indicating that the ship was close to its lunar berth and 
about to dock. As Verdeschi tried again to make contact with the pilot, 
Maya operated her console. 

“Tony?’ she looked up suddenly. Now she looked really anxious. ‘My 
sensors pick up no life forms... alive or dead.’ 


‘What!’ Verdeschi moved to his own console and called Helena. ‘Helena, 
I’ve got to try to speak to John.’ 

‘If he moves, Tony... he’ lI fall apart. I’m sorry. It would be no use.’ 

Quickly, Verdeschi explained what was happening and cut her off. He 
called Security and had one guard posted at the Travel Tube and requested 
another two at the Command Centre. These were the only three guards left 
on duty in the whole of Alpha. He motioned to Bill Frazer, and together 
they ran from the room. 

The Eagle was already in the process of docking, and he hoped to be 
there when it settled — right at the air-lock door. If the sensors registered no 
life, then he wanted to find out just what the hell was controlling the ship. 

They collected the guard at the travel tube doors and piled inside. The 
doors slid to behind them and they began speeding along the curving bore. 
At the launch tube they stepped out and waited outside the sealed outer 
doors while the Eagle docking mechanism made an air-tight connection 
with it. Verdeschi glanced at his watch impatiently. ‘It should have docked 
by now...’ The doors fell silently apart in front of them, as though at his 
request. 

They waited tensely, staring into the Passenger Section of the ship for 
signs of movement. There was no hint of life. The ship was deathly quiet 
and seemed deserted. 

‘Either our sensors are on the blink, or she’s come down by remote 
control,’ Frazer reasoned as he and Verdeschi moved cautiously inside, stun 
guns drawn. 

The Section lighting was off. Dark shadows piled among the silent 
consoles and lockers. Verdeschi motioned Frazer toward the Pilot Section, 
and they positioned themselves in the gloom outside the closed doors. The 
doors were air-tight and there was no sign of light around their edges. The 
Security Chief brought out his commlock and aimed it at them. Before he 
had time to press the button, the doors began sliding apart on their own. 
They opened slowly, blinding them with a sudden, bright wedge of 
illumination. 

“Mackinlock...?’ Hayes squinted, nervously calling the pilot’s name. 

There was no reply. 

Instead, the blackened outline of some massive creature came 
unwelcomely into view. 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 


The monstrous Cloud Being was part human, in that it stood on two hind 
legs with the bearing of a fully erect, powerfully-built eight-foot man. But 
there, the resemblance to Humanity unfortunately ended. The other, 
predominant influence in its genetic architecture was reptilian. It had a 
mindless froglike head, and huge partly-webbed claws that looked like they 
could have opened the side of the ship in which it trespassed with no 
difficulty whatsoever. A ferocious, gill-like crest stood out on its head, and 
its skin glistened with scales that gently rippled from the movement of its 
ebullient muscles beneath them. 

The Alphans froze in stark terror, while the demoniacal creature stared 
coldly at them. The lizard-like blankness of its gaze destroyed the hope they 
had that it might be civilized. Nevertheless, Verdeschi controlled his 
impulse to shoot, and stepped bravely forward. ‘Who are you?’ he 
demanded. 

Without any perceptible change of expression, and without replying, the 
creature moved towards him. 

“What happened to Mackinlock?’ Verdeschi swallowed dryly, resolutely 
staying his ground. The space lizard continued to bear down on him. It 
seemed sluggish, drugged.. But there was no mistaking its intentions as it 
raised its huge claws suddenly in front of it. ‘No further, or we stop you!’ 
Verdeschi shouted, threateningly. 

A chilling outrush of breath escaped the creature’s jaws —sounding like 
the amplified wheeze of a man who has just lifted a heavy weight. Its eyes 
cape suddenly to life, shining with a fierce redness. It’s body now possessed 
a frightening rapidity. 

‘FIRE!’ Verdeschi just had time to scream out before the outlandish 
monster was upon them. He, Frazer and the guard all fired their stun guns at 
once — and gazed aghast as the white-hot rays of laser light bounced 
harmlessly off its scales. In a frenzy, the Cloud Being clutched up the guard 
and began tearing and crushing him to death. Verdeschi tried to help, but he 
was flung violently aside. He picked himself up just as the creature was 


beginning to divert its attention from the mutilated body of the guard 
towards him and Hayes. 

‘RUN!’ the Italian yelled. 

Frazer needed no telling. Both of them stumbled through the darkness of 
the Passenger Section into the launch tube. Behind them they heard the loud 
rushing wheezing sound that the monster made as it sped swiftly after them. 
They flung themselves into the Travel Tube and fumblingly operated the 
controls. The sturdy outer doors closed in the nick of time. Accompanied by 
the loud, tortuous sound of ripping, tearing metal as they were torn angrily 
apart again, the Tube sped off on a final, one-way journey. 

Verdeschi threw himself exhaustedly into a seat and tried to regain some 
composure. His commlock bleeped, and bore Maya’s anxious face. ‘Tony... 
are you alright?’ 

“Yeah... for the moment.’ Amidst pauses for breath he explained what 
had happened. 

‘There’s something following your Travel Tube... 
‘It’s close behind you.. it must be the...’ 

‘Tt can’t be..!’ Frazer exclaimed in dread amazement. ‘Not at the speed 
we’re moving!’ 

‘After what we saw, nothing will surprise me,’ Verdeschi commented, 
still shaken. ‘Maya, any more details?’ 

‘According to my sensor, it’s big, powerful and catching up fast.’ 

“Tell Security I want them at the Travel Tube... armed with heavy rocket 
guns...’ Verdeschi ordered. ‘On the double.’ 

As they departed from the Tube a few moments later, they heard the 
sound of more metal being rent, accompanied by the windy shrieking sound 
of the perpetrator. Hurriedly they closed the heavy outer doors — doors that 
had been designed to withstand the most severe attacks coming from the 
lunar surface. 

The two security guards whom Verdeschi had positioned at the 
Command Centre came running breathlessly down the corridor towards 
them. As they had been directed, they carried two of the large fat-barrelled 
rocket guns, and as soon as they arrived they began to set them up. 

‘Anything comes out of that tunnel... fire your rockets... remember... no 
hesitation...’ Verdeschi commanded them. He ran with Frazer towards the 
Command Centre. 


’ 


she said, horrified. 


The thick, vaporous Cloud on the Big Screen seemed denser and more 
virulent since they last saw it. It glowed and pulsated with a sickly rhythm, 
casting a sombre brown shadow over the Centre. 

‘Give me a fix on its position, Sahn,’ Maya requested as Verdeschi and 
Frazer entered. She looked white. 

They came and lent over her shaking shoulder, studying the computer 
printouts. A sudden clipped voice came over the Screen’s audio system, 
making them jump. 

‘Our relative positions are of little consequence,’ the voice boomed at 
them. 

Verdeschi leapt towards the Command Chair and stabbed at a button. 
“Who are you?’ he demanded harshly. 

‘Who we are is too complicated for your comprehension,’ the cold voice 
replied supremely. 

“Try me,’ the Security Chief challenged it. 

“Time does not permit,’ the voice countered. 

‘We’ ve got time... a lot of it,’ Frazer spoke from Maya’s console. 

“You are in error. You have very little time.’ 

“What do you want?’ Verdeschi tried another line of questioning. 

“Your Life Support System.’ 

A stunned silence fell on the few Alphans who were left in the Centre. 
Verdeschi laughed nervously. ‘You mean we just give it to you?’ 

“We have sent somebody to take it.’ 

“You can’t... we can’t survive without it!’ Maya cried indignantly. 

‘Neither can we... So we must deprive you of it,’ the indifferent Cloud 
replied with a ruthlessness that made them shiver. 

Sahn looked sharply at Verdeschi. ‘Tony... trouble at the Travel Tube.’ 

The Cloud laughed. ‘See? I will return your screen to you to observe!’ 

The brown, amorphous tentacles of dust and other horrendous matter 
writhed out of existence on the Screen. In its place appeared a picture of the 
Travel Tube doors, guarded at a careful distance by the two security men. 
The guards had set up their rocket guns on short tripod supports, and they 
were waiting tensely behind them, their fingers positioned on the controls. 

The Tube doors shook and rattled violently. As Verdeschi and Maya 
watched, they began to buckle and bend, crumpling up like paper. One of 
the creature’s claws sliced through. The other claw appeared, and together 


the two horny appendages drew the plate metal apart like a curtain. It 
stepped out, hissing loudly, its scaly, rippling skin gleaming with unearthly 
psychedelic colours. Its great, neckless frog’s head jerked, and with its 
blazing-red eyes it spied the trembling guards. It sprang lithely at them. 
Before it could reach them a violent explosion erupted around it, and the 
Screen filled with dense white smoke and flame. 

Triumphantly, Maya gripped Frazer’s hand. Verdeschi smiled twistedly. 
Nothing could have survived the two shells. The rocket guns were the most 
powerful light artillery they had. 

Their expressions faded though, first to incredulity, and then to outright 
horror. As the smoke cleared, they saw the imperishable outlines of the 
monster reappear. It had not even been grazed, but the corridor walls and 
the rest of the Travel Tube entrance had been completely wrecked. With a 
sibilant hiss it leapt on the first guard and tore him to shreds. The second 
guard raised his rocket gun and tried desperately to club the creature down, 
but he was picked up and wrenched in two. His decapitated body pumped 
blood over the walls and camera lens, and the watching Alphans in the 
Command Centre turned away, sick with horror. 

“We’ve got to do something...’ Frazer whined. 

“‘We’re going to do something.’ Verdeschi told him in a voice of grim 
desperation. ‘We’re going to save our Life Support System, to save Alpha.’ 
As he spoke, the killer reptile on the Screen dropped the two halves of the 
guard’s body and began looking intolerantly at the corridors and walls. It 
appeared to be trying to sense its bearings, not tear them down. 

‘Get down to Medical Centre,’ Verdeschi snapped at Maya and Sahn. 

‘But Tony...” Maya began protestingly. 

‘Don’t argue... just go,’ Verdeschi shouted at her viciously. He called 
Helena as Maya and Sahn moved reluctantly from the Centre. ‘Helena... 
urgent. Let me know as soon as Maya and Sahn get there.’ He cut her off 
and glanced fearfully at the reptile on the besplattered Screen. It was 
moving out of view, heading the right way for the Life Support Centre. 
Tensely he and Frazer watched, waiting for Helena to call back. When she 
reported affirmatively five minutes later, he sprang towards one of the 
computer consoles. 

‘Computer... this is priority one,’ he spoke into the voice decoder. ‘All 
doors as of this moment are non-operational. Repeat... all doors are to 


remain locked... to be opened only at my voice command.’ 

‘Your efforts are futile,’ the cold, amused voice of the Cloud boomed 
again into the Centre. The Security Chief whirled round to watch the 
boiling brown mass on the Screen. It spoke again. ‘Give up your Life 
Support System, and die peacefully.’ 

Verdeschi gritted his teeth. “We don’t die on request.’ 

‘It is not our intention to be violent...’ 

‘Obviously,’ Verdeschi interrupted scathingly. 

‘... unless our needs are denied.’ 

Verdeschi turned from it in anger and disgust. He motioned to Frazer. 
The two men ran hastily through the empty Command Centre towards the 
main doors. They were too late. Stalking towards them was the Cloud’s 
assignee. 

“The other exit!’ Frazer backed away, pulling Verdeschi with him. 

Rapidly, they moved back through the consoles and through the far door. 
A tremendous rattling commenced in the Command Centre as the creature 
hammered on the main doors. Verdeschi watched through the window of 
the second door as the reptile broke through. Contrary to his expectations of 
it, it began prowling around, examining the consoles. He saw the creature 
look towards the Big Screen and realized that it must be receiving 
instructions off the Cloud. A moment later it turned and headed back the 
way it had come — towards the Life Support Centre. 

Verdeschi clenched his teeth in apprehension. He turned to Frazer. ‘We 
have to split up here.’ 

Frazer nodded. ‘I'll fix up a defence at the Life Support Centre...’ 

‘Pll decoy him. Good luck.’ He didn’t know why but he extended his 
hand. The other took it, and they squeezed each other’s hands long and 
hard. 

Frazer set off down the corridor, on a short cut to his destination, while 
Verdeschi travelled in the opposite direction in the hope of heading their 
assailant off at an intermediate point. Most of the Moon Base’s Centres, 
though quite separate from each other, were well and efficiently linked 
together. The creature had taken the usual route, but there were emergency 
routes which its controller obviously wasn’t aware of. 


The fog of unreason that clouded Koenig’s mind cleared with the use of the 
drugs and the rest treatment which Helena prescribed for him. But he was 
still weak. For a long time he had been unable even to sit up. Maya and 
Sahn sat by his bedside. At his insistence, and against Helena’s instruction, 
they had brought him up to date on the developments, and the implications 
of these acted as strongly as the drugs on his ailing constitution. 

He struggled from the sitting position he had gained and swung his legs 
off the bed. An incapacitating wave of nausea swept over him and he 
slumped back down again, impotent with frustration. 

“You don‘ have the strength yet, John,’ Helena came wearily over to him. 
The Medical Centre had about a hundred patients in it, most of them lying 
on the floor and all in a bad way. A hundred or so others who had reached a 
convalescing stage had been sent back to their quarters and told to lock 
themselves away. The epidemic seemed to be caused by a type of ’flu virus, 
probably the Cloud’s doing, though how and when the virus had been 
introduced she didn’t know. 

‘Sure I have the strength,’ Koenig muttered weakly with his eyes closed. 

“Tony ordered me to stay away,’ Maya told Koenig distraughtly. “You’ve 
got to make him let me help him.’ 

Helena cut her off more viciously than she intended. ‘Killing him...’ she 
indicated Koenig, ‘... won’t help Tony.’ 

‘If we don’t help Tony we’ll all be dead!’ Maya snapped back. ‘I’m 
sorry,’ she added almost immediately. 

With a massive effort of will, Helena forced herself to see Maya’s point 
of view. Love was at the root of their bickering, and it was only 
understandable that the Psychon should try to protect Tony — just as it was 
only understandable for herself to protect Koenig. 

Koenig forced himself up to a sitting position again. ‘Helena... a hand... 
please...’ he requested faintly. 

Helena hesitated, then helped him climb to his feet. With her assistance, 
he walked towards the door. 

“Your commlock please, Maya?’ he asked. He took it from her hand and 
pointed it at the door. Unsteadily, he pressed a button. The commlock 
bleeped. The door didn’t open. Koenig frowned. “Tony must have ordered 
the computer to lock all doors.’ 

“Then none of us can help,’ Helena commented. 


‘If that creature is what you say it is, Maya, Tony did what he had to...’ 
Koenig gasped. He began to faint, and they helped him back to his bed. 

Alan Carter, who had been overhearing their conversation from his 
blanket on the floor at Koenig’s bedside, raised himself on his elbow. He 
had got over the worst of the strange illness and was nearly able to walk, 
but he was taking advantage of the rest. ‘Give me the commlock,’ he said. 
‘T’ll find out where Tony is, then you may be able to get him on the 
monitor.’ 

Gratefully, Maya handed over the communicator. He punched 
Verdeschi’s frequency, and waited. After a lengthy pause, the Security 
Chief’s face appeared on the tiny screen. 

“Tony — what’s the situation?’ Carter asked him. 

“Desperate, Alan.’ 

“What can we do to help?’ 

‘Keep everybody out of the way.’ 

“Where are you?’ 

“Techlab Five. I’m trying to get that creature into the vacuum chamber.’ 

Carter motioned to Maya. She rushed to the Medical Centre monitor. In a 
few seconds she had the picture of Verdeschi. Techlab Five was a small 
room where space suits were tested and repaired. Inside it was a large 
stainless steel door marked DANGER. HIGH VACUUM CHAMBER. 
Verdeschi was standing by the Chamber door, tapping out a sequence of 
buttons as he prepared to open it. As he worked he spoke to Carter on his 
commlock which he had strapped round his wrist. 

The heavy door, about six inches thick, swung open and Verdeschi 
moved away from it. He disappeared off camera to peer into the corridor 
outside the laboratory. He returned a moment later looking tense. He spoke 
softly into the commlock. ‘I got trouble, Alan.’ 

‘Don’t take chances.’ 

‘If this works maybe I won’t have to take any more chances,’ he smiled 
wryly. 

He raised his laser and fired — at the invader. A frightening blur of colour 
streaked in front of the camera. The watching Alphans in the Medical 
Centre drew in their breaths sharply. The blur resolved as the creature that 
had caused it came to a stop, revealing its hideous aspect for the first time 
to many of the onlookers. There were cries of alarm and panic. 


Acute anxiety swept through Maya. She watched with a destracted, 
demented gaze as Verdeschi cowered in front of it. She tore herself away 
from the screen and began pacing like a caged animal around the Medical 
Centre, seeking a way of escape. 


Verdeschi backed slowly away from the razor sharp claws and the 
wheezing, gaping maw. The Cloud Being’s bulging frog eyes blazed. They 
blazed hatefully down on all they saw. Its rippling, scaly body, emblazoned 
with colours, radiated an intense heat. The smell of overheated metal wafted 
acridly up Verdeschi’s nostrils. 

The courageous Italian backed rapidly inside the Vacuum Chamber and 
the enraged creature followed him. The cylindrical Chamber was about 
fifteen feet high by about ten feet in diameter. Through the open door 
beyond the body of the advancing reptile, he could see the glinting dome of 
a glass pressure sphere standing on the Techlab work bench. Quickly, he 
aimed his laser gun at it and fired. The dome exploded with a loud report, 
causing his distracted aggressor to pause in mid stride and turn its ugly head 
towards it. Verdeschi saw his chance. 

He ran past the creature, out of the Vacuum Chamber. Before the creature 
could discover what was happening to it, Verdeschi punched the door- 
closing button and watched with satisfaction as the heavy, half-ton seal 
clanged shut. 

Hammering started up instantly on the door from the inside. The steel 
trembled, almost imperceptibly, and quickly proved to Verdeschi’s 
overwhelming relief that it could withstand the reptile’s batterings. There 
was at least one place on Alpha that could contain it. Shaking with delayed 
shock and sweating profusely, he punched more of the buttons on the 
Chamber control panel, and watched with satisfaction as the vacuum gauge 
needle next to it slowly sank, indicating that all air had been evacuated from 
inside. Then he collapsed, exhausted, into a chair. 

The hammering on the inside of the door began to decrease. Gradually it 
stopped altogether. Heaving a heavy sigh, Verdeschi withdrew his 
commlock and called Helena. 

‘OK, brave one,’ the Doctor smiled wanly at him. ‘We’ve been watching 
you on the monitor. That should fix it...” She looked very weak and pale, 


probably because of the phenomenal amount of work she and Vincent were 
coping with. 

‘Helena, can I talk to John?’ he asked her. 

‘Sorry, Tony...’ 

‘Nothing to be sorry about...’ he grinned weakly. ‘Let me talk to Alan...’ 
As he spoke, he watched Helena’s eyes close, and her face disappear from 
view. ‘Helena...!’ he called out in alarm. 

Carter’s face appeared on the screen, looking strained but distantly 
happy. ‘She fainted, Tony,’ he said. ‘She’s got the sickness... and not too 
soon if you ask me. She would have worked herself to death.’ 

“Take care of her, Alan,’ Verdeschi said softly. He turned nervously to the 
Vacuum Chamber door, expecting the creature inside to somehow survive 
and tear its way out. He turned to Carter. ‘I’m going to open the Chamber 
door. We’ve got to make absolutely certain that it’s dead.’ 

Carter nodded grimly. ‘There’s no doubting that it will be. Nothing can 
live in a high vacuum... But we must check. Can’t you let me out now 
and...’ 

‘No,’ the Italian replied firmly. ‘I’m going to see this through on my 
own... Maya? Is she OK?’ he added more gently. 

Carter nodded. ‘She was when I last saw her.’ He noticed Verdeschi’s 
alarmed look and explained hurriedly, ‘She turned into a mouse and ran into 
a ventilator grill... we couldn’t stop her.’ 

Verdeschi swore. ‘The stupid...’ he began. But there was no sense in 
wasting energy. He cut Carter off. Mustering his strength and will, he turned 
once more to face the Vacuum door. He clenched his hands until they were 
white. He grated his teeth until they ached with pain. Rising from his seat, 
he reached out his hand and jabbed at the button that would flood the 
Chamber with air again. He stabbed it quickly, so that there could be no 
going back on his decision. With equal thoughtlessness he jabbed at the 
lock-release button. Slowly, the door began to swing open. 

There was complete silence from inside. 

Tensely, he peered through the widening space between the door and 
Chamber wall. The monstrous reptile lay motionlessly on the floor. 
Verdeschi gulped in sudden terror as he noted that the body was sound. It 
was not swollen or ruptured by the extremes of the vacuum. It had not 
splattered itself in a crimson spread of blood, flesh and gristle over the 


walls. The air contained inside its lungs and bodily passages in its attempt 
to stabilize the atmospheric pressure inside the Chamber ought by rights to 
have exploded through its flesh walls. But the indestructible creature had 
merely been irritated. Its body functions had been slowed down. Now its 
frog head stirred, and turned vengefully towards the sound of the opening 
door. Its blazing, hateful eyes gazed at the trembling human who stood 
there caught in a paroxysm of mortal dread. 

It roared a fearful sternutation and sprang at the open door, knocking 
Verdeschi across the Techlab. The Italian slumped helplessly in a corner and 
screamed, as the grotesque lizard loomed over him. 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 


The roofs and walls of the ventilator ducts looked like the sides of a 
massive, rectangular aluminium thoroughfare leading through the Moon 
Base. A warm, strong head-wind beat down them, and they vibrated with 
the humming of the giant fans which circulated the air. 

Maya paused at a complex intersection. Her frantic rodent brain, imbued 
with the same strength and power of her larger, Psychon mind, quickly 
calculated which duct to take, and she sped off again, slipping and sliding 
on the smooth aluminium as fast as her mouse legs could carry her. 

The duct curved steeply downwards, and she slid the last few feet to the 
widely-spaced grill at the bottom. Above the humming of the fans she could 
now hear the indignant hissing and wheezing of the reptile as well as 
Verdeschi’s last choking screams. Out of her tiny mind, she jumped through 
the grill and landed heavily on the floor of the laboratory. 

The humped back of the loathsome Cloud-Being faced her. Its thick, 
scaly tail swished raspingly from side to side in front of her, grinding down 
the surface of the floor. Between its stocky legs she caught sight of 
Verdeschi lying behind a metal rack where he had jammed himself. He was 
firing his gun vainly up at the reptile, while the reptile angrily tore at the 
steel supports of the rack, pulling them away as though they were made of 
matchsticks. 

Maya concentrated, desperately trying to conjour up the terrible creature 
that, as a child with her father, she had encountered on a long ago, remote 
planet. She had been asked by Mentor to simulate it, and to his surprise she 
had done so. Now she stried again, this time in earnest. She closed her eyes, 
and focused into the depths of her being. But no matter how hard she tried 
to remember, only a part of the memory came to her. She realized that there 
was no more time left, and she decided to change into just the parts of the 
creature she could recollect. 

The shivering, twitching mouse shook violently. It converted into a 
blinding spindle of pure energy. The Light of Love filled the tiny laboratory, 
causing the mettlesome, ungovernable Cloud-Being to twist round once 


again. At sight of the blinding Light it hissed and shrieked, and prepared to 
advance on it. As the Light gradually dispersed, and the outlines of a huge 
ungainly creature not unlike itself shimmered into existence, it reared up on 
tip-toes and its lips writhed away from its teeth in a snarl of sheer animal 
hatred. 

The Love Creature was jet black all over. It was as tall as the Cloud 
Being, and as ferocious looking, with two biting heads and a pair of 
enormous, gleaming comb-like fore-limbs. Its skin was heavily armoured 
with a set of spines that ran down its back and along its tail. As it faced its 
adversary, its cougar-black body shone madly, the Love energy inside it 
converting into a fierce loathing for its opponent. Its black heads roared and 
spat, and Love Fire belched out from its twin burning bellies. 

The two improbable creatures fell on one another, and savagely they 
began hurling each other about the small room. Reprieved, Verdeschi pulled 
himself out from under the rack, and ran out into the corridor, scarcely 
missing being crushed to death by the black Love Beast as it was thrown 
thunderously against the wall. He stared distraughtly inside at the battle. 
Even in the first few grisly, unjudged rounds of the fight he could see that 
the black Psychon was getting the worst of the blows — largely because she 
didn’t seem to be so heavily built as the Cloud Being. 

He watched in anguish as she grew weaker. She fought determinedly and 
bravely, knowing she was losing, scything at the Cloud Being’s head and 
chest with the sharp teeth on her arms. Her attacks seemed to make no 
impression at all on the other creature’s hide. Her skin was gashed, and 
streaming with blood. 

‘MAYA!’ Verdeschi screamed at her in despair. ‘GET OUT OF THERE!’ 
He glanced distractedly up and down the corridor. His eyes fell on the large, 
red cabinet of a fire hose, and he ran towards it. He smashed his hand 
through the glass pane in the door and tore the door off its hinges. Inside 
was the grey reel of the hose. It was a high-pressure carbon dioxide 
appliance. It sent out a jet so powerful that it normally took at least two 
people to control it once it had been activated. Recklessly, he unhooked the 
chrome nozzle. 

‘MAYA!’ he screamed again. ‘I CAN HELP YOU! GET INTO THE 
CORRIDOR!’ 


Above the hissing sound that the Cloud Being made, and the banging and 
crashing of the fighting, he could now hear a shrill, high-pitched screaming 
noise. He knew instinctively that it was Maya’s call of pain. He waited by 
the hose, tears streaming down his face as he called out to her again and 
again. He knew that if she was unable to entice the Cloud Being out into the 
corridor, they would both die. 

After an agony of waiting, the walls of the Techlab abruptly bulged 
outward as something of immense weight was thrown at them from the 
inside. They ripped open, and the huge carcass of the Cloud Being came 
hurtling through. It landed with a resounding crash in the corridor. The 
black, twin-headed Love Monster staggered out through the jagged opening 
after it. All its energy was now gone, and it looked listlessly about it. It saw 
Verdeschi and began to wend its way towards him. 

The Cloud Being rose indecorously to its feet. It was unharmed, and 
when it saw the bloodied Love Creature trying to escape it launched itself 
angrily at its back, and brought it crashing to its knees. 

With a howl of rage Verdeschi yanked the fire hose from its casing. He 
began to unravel it. Immediately, the piping became rigid with the pressure 
of the exploding carbon dioxide gas inside it. A jet of white foam erupted 
from the nozzle, and he was hurled back against the hydrant. He clung 
savagely to the nozzle. Bringing to bear all his strength he forced himself to 
move forward. He strained and ached in every muscle, and the bulging 
veins on his face themselves threatened to burst, but he managed to aim the 
gushing appliance at the head of the Cloud Being and hurl the creature 
backward off its prey. 

The dying Love Creature crawled dutifully towards him. As she crawled, 
her bizarre and wounded form enveloped itself in its cocoon of 
transforming Light. The Light faded away, leaving in its place the battered 
and torn outlines of Maya. Her body was covered in blood, her skin bruised 
and cut with the phenomenal battering she had received at the claws of the 
Cloud Being. She smiled thinly up at Verdeschi, and then collapsed at his 
feet. 

Struggling with all his might to control the fire hose, Verdeschi managed 
to jam the spurting nozzle of the appliance in the hydrant reel, pointing it in 
the direction of the Cloud Being. Leaving the creature temporarily trapped 
by the jet of high pressure which filled the corridor, he scooped Maya up in 


his arms and ran off through the maze of corridors and Sections that led to 
the Medical Centre. 

‘Open!’ he called out to the doors when he arrived. They responded to 
his voice signal and slid smoothly open. Alan Carter rushed forward to 
relieve him of Maya. They carried her to a bed and Sahn began swabbing 
her down. 

‘What happened?’ Carter asked Verdeschi who had sat himself 
exhaustedly on the end of Maya’s bed. ‘We lost your picture.’ 

‘It’s still on the loose... we couldn’t hold it back,’ the Italian told him, 
still fighting to get his breath back. 

Carter looked unnerved. ‘Lasers don’t stop it — and lack of oxygen 
doesn’t affect it. What the bloody hell does?’ 

‘Even if we had something which might be effective, how could you 
apply it?’ Sahn asked, looking up from her first aid work. 

Verdeschi gritted his teeth. ‘A massive dose of anaesthetic might do the 
trick... an injector gun...2 He looked around for Helena, but then 
remembered that she had fallen ill. He saw Vincent leaning over a nearby 
patient, and asked him over. 

‘Ionethermyecin,’ the doctor told them after Verdeschi had explained 
what they wanted. ‘It’s the most powerful thing we have. Too powerful for 
a human.’ 

“Well this isn’t human!’ Verdeschi replied grimly. ‘Get us the gun — and 
the anaesthetic.’ 

The white-coated doctor disappeared towards a cabinet and unlocked it. 
He came back a moment later, carrying the gun and the special drugged 
darts that it fired. It was the kind that hunters on Earth once used when they 
wanted to capture particularly large and aggressive animals. Vincent loaded 
it, and wordlessly handed it to Verdeschi. The Security Chief nodded. He 
laid it in front of him on his knee and stared at it, while he thought how to 
trick the creature into being injected. 

‘Tony, the drug might not work,’ Carter told him anxiously, fearing for 
the Italian’s life. 

‘It’s got to work. Something’s got to work.’ 

‘But how do we get close enough to use it?’ 

‘I don’t know, but we’ve got to.’ He rose wearily from the bed and 
dragged himself over to the wall monitor. He stabbed at different buttons, 


trying to locate which part of the Moon Base the creature had got to. He 
found it in a corridor near the Weapons Section, and held the picture. 

‘He’s still heading for the Life Support Centre,’ Carter stated the obvious. 
‘If he gets there, we’re sunk!’ 

Verdeschi turned impassively from the screen. He was still thinking, and 
seemed to have reached some conclusion. 

‘How will Maya be?’ he asked Vincent, who had turned his attention to 
the Psychon. 

‘She’ll be fine,’ the doctor replied. ‘Most of her cuts are superficial... 
she’s suffering from shock. The jab we’ve just given her should put her 
back on her feet again pretty shortly.’ 

“You’re joking!’ Verdeschi retorted. 

Vincent shook his head. ‘Her system’s not built like ours. It recovers 
pretty quick, as I think I’ve told you before.’ 

Verdeschi shrugged wonderingly. It was just as well for him that she was 
the way she was. He motioned to Carter. ‘I’Il need your help... think you 
can manage it?’ 

“You bet,’ the blond Australian replied, ready for the challenge. He had 
been itching to help for hours, but he had been prevented by his illness. He 
still felt slightly groggy, but the importance of the mission fired him with an 
unaccustomed surge of adrenalin, more than cancelling the lassitude he felt. 

Verdeschi ordered the doors to open. He and Carter stepped warily into 
the corridor. It was still uncertain yet whether the reptile would come past 
the Medical Centre or not. There was no sign of life of any kind. They 
closed the doors behind them and moved off. 

‘He’ll get to the Life Support Centre before we will,’ Carter told him. 

‘Maybe,’ Verdeschi replied. After a few minutes’ walking he turned into 
the Weapons Section. After checking that the reptile wasn’t inside, he 
activated the monitor on the wall. As before, he pressed buttons randomly, 
trying to re-locate the creature. He found it again stalking uncertainly down 
another corridor. 

‘It has to work out the correct route as it goes... probably picking up 
signals from the Cloud,’ Verdeschi conjectured. ‘We’ll see if we can 
confuse it a little.” So saying, he strode across the deserted Section and hit 
the red alert. 


The screaming sound of the emergency klaxon reverberated throughout 
the Moon Base, and instantly the monstrous intruder reacted to it. It looked 
up and down the corridor, trying to determine where the sound came from. 

‘It’s falling for it,’ Verdeschi muttered, having returned to the monitor. 
“Now let’s see how really confused we can get it.’ 

He holstered the anaesthetic gun in his belt and stabbed at another button. 
Almost every square inch of the Moon Base was covered by video film, and 
the corridor down which the creature moved was covered by several 
cameras positioned at intervals along its length. The Weapons Section was 
one of the key communication areas in the Moon Base where it was 
possible to see and speak to any part of the Base. 

‘Creature!’ Verdeschi shouted out over one of the monitors next to the 
reptile. 

The Cloud Being whirled round to face the monitor, its coloured scales 
flashing brilliantly in the corridor lighting. It hissed angrily up at 
Verdeschi’s image. 

“You... Creature..!’ Verdeschi repeated, tauntingly. The reptile lunged up 
at the monitor, smashing the screen with a single blow of its huge webbed 
claw. 

Verdeschi hit another button, projecting his face onto the next monitor 
along the corridor — taking the creature away from the Life Support Centre 
and towards the Weapons Section. ‘Here I am!’ he shouted. 

Wrathfully, the reptile rushed towards the second monitor and smashed 
that also, the signals it was receiving from the Cloud apparently still 
drowned by the klaxon. 

Verdeschi led the invader closer and closer towards where he and Carter 
lay in wait for it. He turned to the Australian. ‘Set up a rocket gun... in the 
corridor. When the creature comes into sight and sees you it’ll try to attack. 
I'll stand behind you and pump as many darts into it as I can. Then you let 
it have it with the rocket.’ 

Carter nodded grimly and set to work, while Verdeschi continued to egg 
on their potential victim. Both men knew that the plan probably wouldn’t 
work. They had no other alternative but to try. 


Unaware of what was taking place in other parts of the Moon Base, Frazer 
worked single-mindedly on his own trap. He worked rapidly, deeply 
apprehensive lest the frog-like hybrid got to him before he had a chance to 
finish. 

Relying on his pre-cadet training as an electrical engineer in the US 
airforce, he had erected a strong fence of heavy gauge steel wire across the 
corridor. He had secured it with massive hooks which he had fixed 
painstakingly into the wall, leaving no space through which the creature 
might be able to climb without, a part of its body coming into contact with 
cables. Next to the Life Support Centre was a massive high voltage buzz 
bar unit with its cover removed. He had fixed a trail of cables to the 
terminals inside the unit, and was in the process of connecting, but because 
of its thickness, and the amount of juice that would be run through it, it had 
to be fixed together as firmly as possible. As he leant over it with mask and 
oxyhydrogen welder, he prayed desperately that he would be in time. 


Rocking her head from side to side in abject pain and misery, Maya rested 
in her bed. She had been told where Verdeschi had gone to. She yearned to 
be free again, and repeatedly tried to rise, only to be pushed down gently 
but firmly by Vincent. 

“You can do nothing more to help them now,’ the weary doctor said to 
her. “You must rest and leave it to them...’ 

‘But...’ 

‘If Tony and Alan can’t fix that runaway robot, no one can,’ he told her 
firmly. 

Maya sagged back down on her pillow, words and thoughts swimming 
around in her head. Robot. Vincent had inadvertently called it a... 

She sat up again, her eyes wild and staring. “That’s why we can’t kill it...’ 
she screamed. “That’s why we...’ She fell back down on her bed, 
unconscious. 

Vincent shook his head, grief-stricken. It was better to let her sleep and 
die without knowing it. 

When he turned away and began treating another of the endless patients, 
he was crying. They were silent tears of rage. 


The perspectives of the deserted corridors outside the Weapons Section bent 
and shimmered in Carter’s vision as he crouched behind the rocket 
launcher. The corridor looked like a long, shiny gun bore in the harsh 
lighting. It echoed with the screaming sound of the klaxon and the cruel 
shouting of Verdeschi’s voice luring the Cloud Being closer to them. 

After an agony of waiting, his prey appeared. It ran and stumbled 
dementedly towards them, blocking the corridor in its wild attempts to 
locate and demolish the video monitors. The sound of the klaxon died away 
as Verdeschi began bringing his macabre performance to an end. The 
monitor on the wall above Carter’s back crackled into life and the Security 
Chief’s strained face appeared on it. 

‘Here, creature!’ he rasped. ‘Here, get your medicine!’ 

As the enraged beast looked up in response, it noticed Carter for the first 
time, then launched itself at him. The Eagle Pilot sweated, his finger 
stiffened on the launch button, but he kept his cool. 

Behind him, Verdeschi stepped out from the Weapons Section. He waited 
until the creature was almost upon them, then he began firing the darts. He 
fired as many as he could in quick succession, into the reptile’s head and 
chest. 

‘Fire!’ he yelled at Carter. 

Without hesitation, Carter depressed the button on the launcher. There 
was a massive explosion and the corridor and the creature disappeared in a 
broiling cloud of fire and smoke. 

The Australian picked himself up, and he and Verdeschi began running 
away from the scene as fast as they could, hoping to be out of sight of the 
monster by the time it emerged through the smoke — if it emerged. 

‘In here... we’ll pick it up on the monitor...’ Verdeschi panted as they 
reached the Command Centre. They ran through the wreckage of the main 
doors and reached Maya’s abandoned console. Verdeschi activated the 
monitor and soon had a picture of the blasted corridor. Their hopes faded. 
The smoke from the rocket had cleared, but there was no sign of the Cloud 
Being. 

‘I can’t understand it,’ Verdeschi punched more buttons, trying to trace 
the rampaging creature’s progress. He glanced in fear at the main doors. 
The creature did not appear to have followed them. Desperately he punched 
another set of buttons, linking them to the corridors leading to the Life 


Support Centre. There he found the Cloud Being. It was stalking along on 
its great, webbed feet, only five minutes from its intended goal. There 
appeared to be no outward signs whatsoever of the massive drug dose that 
had been injected into it. 

“What the hell’s keeping it going?’ Carter stared horrendously at it. He 
seemed close to break-down. ‘What will kill it?’ 

An amused, amplified chuckle boomed into the Centre. They spun round 
and noticed that the Big Screen was alive with the writhing brown tentacles 
of the Cloud. ‘Why does your species resist the inevitable?’ the Cloud 
asked. ‘Can’t we convince you that we don’t want to inflict pain?’ 

They were too weak and overwhelmed with the apparent hopelessness of 
their situation to do more than fling an insult at it. But unwittingly, the 
Cloud’s taunts served to strengthen them. Its boastful confidence that it 
would succeed in its scurrilous aims increased their determination to fight 
back at a time when they might otherwise have been inclined to give in. 

Against all odds, against crippling, mind-destroying despair, they 
staggered from the room in a last ditch attempt to head off the scaly agent 
of the Cloud. 


The bright, gold energy core at the heart of the Moon Base beat strongly. Its 
life-giving power was like a sun, spreading its goodness constantly and 
uniformly wherever it was needed. But unlike the myriad suns which 
radiated their heat and light throughout the universe, it was not self- 
consuming. It was not self-supplying. It was dependent entirely on the 
efforts of humans to stoke it with Tiranium. Though it now continued to 
provide a steady, liberal flow of power, as it would continue to do until the 
last atom of Tiranium was utilized, it was very nearly depleted. It would 
provide Life for only two more days. Then it would benefit nobody — 
human or alien. 


‘I can’t understand... I can’t understand...’ Verdeschi repeated to himself in 
his mother tongue time and time again. 

He and Carter crouched down behind the rocket guns that Frazer had 
erected behind the electrified fence. Frazer stood tensely by their side, his 
hand in readiness on the buzz bar power box on the wall. They had 


managed to delay the Cloud, Being in the Hydroponics Section by trapping 
it inside a growing compartment and flooding it with lethal chlorine gas — 
lethal, that was, to a human. But once again the creature had proved his 
imperviousness to such drastic treatment, and smashed his way out. They 
had no option now but to concentrate their last resources on defending the 
Life Support Centre itself. 

‘Something’s coming...!’ Frazer whispered fiercely. 

They froze, their eyes glued unwillingly to the intersection at the head of 
the corridor. Many of the lights had been broken, and the usually 
shadowless passageways were now filled with dark patches and shapes. 
One such shadow was moving, bobbing about grotesquely on the wall, 
telling them that the something was about to move across the intersection 
into view. 

‘Get ready..,’ Verdeschi whispered. ‘And good luck.’ 

The sound of footsteps echoed hollowly down the corridor. Verdeschi 
frowned. They were slow, staggering footsteps. He was about to advise 
caution to his men, when the ghostly form of Maya rounded the corner. She 
looked semi-deranged. 

Verdeschi’s eyes nearly fell out of his head in disbelief, then his face 
contorted with anxiety for her safety. Coming from somewhere behind her, 
around the corner, they could hear the unmistakable wheezing sound of the 
Cloud Being. 

Resisting the urge to cry out and risk alerting the creature, he sprang from 
behind his gun and climbed through the cable fencing. He ran down the 
corridor towards the ghostly bandaged figure and snatched it up. 

‘For the sake of the Holy Mother...!’ Verdeschi cried angrily to her once 
he had got Maya safely back through the fencing. 

Maya looked deathly pale, and sank weakly to the floor. ‘I had to tell 
you...’ she whispered faintly. 

“Tell us what?’ Verdeschi asked her hotly. 

He watched her take a syringe from a box she was carrying. Her hands 
trembled and shook as she snapped off the neck of a phial and poured the 
contents into the syringe. He could see now that she was desperately trying 
to get herself into a fit state to tell them something of importance. 

Checking that the approaching reptile hadn’t yet stalked into view, he 
knelt down beside her and took the syringe from her. ‘Here, let me help.’ 


He motioned Carter who rose from his post and came to help. ‘Squeeze her 
arm,’ Verdeschi instructed. 

Hurriedly, the Australian did as he was bid, and Verdeschi slid the needle 
into her vein and injected her. Her eyes fluttered, and a flush came back to 
her cheeks. She was about to speak, when a sudden, frightened yell came 
from Frazer. 

They crouched down behind their guns once more and looked with panic- 
stricken gazes through the fencing and down the corridor at the creature. Its 
sickly colouration now seemed to blaze excitedly to life. Its eyes shone like 
red torches in front of it, lighting up the shadows, as it hurled itself 
wrathfully towards them. 

‘Activate the circuit!’ Verdeschi screamed, but Frazer was standing in a 
kind of frozen paralysis, staring mindlessly at the advancing monster. 
Verdeschi swore violently and hauled himself to his feet. He dragged Frazer 
away and yanked down the buzz bar, not a second too late. 

The reptile came to a wary halt in front of the heavy cables that blocked 
its path. It looked through them and hissed demoniacally at the Moonmen. 
Its burning eyes gazed through them into the open Life Support Centre. For 
a moment its metabolism appeared to seize up as important signals reached 
its oversized brain, telling it that there lay its goal. Then, snorting and 
wheezing in a kind of incensed frenzy it grasped at the live cables in front 
of it, intending to tear the last impediment out of its impatient way. Instead, 
it erupted in a spitting, crackling ball of white light. Its whole body began to 
glow fiercely white, then it was flung violently back on the corridor floor. 

Trembling uncontrollably, Verdeschi and Carter moved forward, daring 
to allow a spark of hope to enter their fevered brains. But they were not to 
be gratified. More aroused and enraged than ever, the impossible reptile 
clambered agilely to its feet and mounted a second assault at the fence. 
Long past the point where they believed what their senses told them, the 
Alphans stared at it in stark terror. 


CHAPTER NINETEEN 


‘How can any life form take that?’ Verdeschi demanded, beside himself. In 
the face of the impossible, his Italian anger had found its vent again. It 
enraged him that such a creature should exist, and be able to defy all the 
laws of science. 

“Tony... It isn’t a life form...” Maya pleaded desperately. ‘That’s what I’ve 
been trying to tell you. It’s a robot...’ 

‘A robot!’ Verdeschi repeated loudly, almost scornfully. ‘It doesn’t...’ 

‘I know it doesn’t look like one,’ Maya cut in. She had risen to her feet, 
and swayed alarmingly. She steadied herself. ‘When Eagle Six came back 
my sensors showed no life form...’ She eyed the creature behind the fence 
which was preparing itself for its third attack. ‘It lived in a vacuum. Lasers, 
chlorine, electricity... nothing affects it...’ 

With an immense explosion of sparks, the reptile again struck the cables. 
This time it was not thrown back. It clung on, and with a mighty wrench 
tore the thick steel wires from their hooks. Then it flung the still electrified, 
melting mass at Frazer and Carter. The shock was sufficient to bring the two 
Alphans back to their senses, and they dived out of the way to the rocket 
guns. One after another, they fired the guns off, causing a mammoth 
explosion of fire, smoke and buckled metal in which the creature 
floundered. Together with Verdeschi and Maya they fled into the Life 
Support Centre and closed the doors behind. 

‘It’s a robot, Tony...” Maya pleaded again. 

Verdeschi looked confused and flustered. In the short time that was left to 
them it didn’t matter what it was. ‘It doesn’t matter what it is...’ he cried. ‘If 
it takes that core...’ 

“We can defeat it, Tony,’ Maya implored him. 

‘How?’ he asked angrily, as a million different conflicting forces and 
thoughts waged miniature battles inside him. 

‘If we can get to its control centre...’ 

“We don’t even know where it...’ 


The doors crumpled open with a rending, tortured sound, and the hissing, 
bulging face of the Cloud Being poked through. Its throat had swollen out 
horribly, whether as a result of all the electricity it had ingested or not, they 
couldn’t say. Verdeschi grated his teeth, perversely satisfied that the 
creature seemed at least to have been mildly affected by their endeavours to 
kill it. 

The creature knocked Frazer and Carter aside, and stalked with unerring 
accuracy towards the banks where the Life Support Core was housed. Now 
that it had come so close to achieving its goal it appeared not to care about 
the Alphans. Its prime object now was to secure the core and leave. 

Verdeschi drew his laser gun and fired it at the rippling back of the lizard. 
He played it on its scaly skin until it turned in irritation, and lashed out at 
him. He drew it away from the core, giving Carter and Frazer time to rise 
and arm themselves with whatever implements they could find that would 
serve to delay their aggressor. 

‘Get its throat!’ he yelled at them in the last hope that if they 
concentrated, however feebly, on what appeared to be a weak point they 
might yet defeat it. 

Maya frantically searched the Cloud Being’s formidable body for signs 
of a control centre or any other clue that might reveal its electronical nature 
to her. In her own mind she was absolutely convinced that it was a robot. 

She watched, horrified, as with one massive blow of its webbed arm it 
felled Verdeschi, then turned and meted out similar punishment to Frazer 
and Carter, knocking the puny implements that they had found from their 
grasp. Undeterred, it stalked back to the bank containing the Core. It 
stooped down and grasped the long, fat cylindrical housing unit containing 
the Core, and drew it carefully out. 

The great Moon Base came to a complete stop. 

Its mechanisms ceased. The life it sheltered began to die. 

For an instant, the Life Support Centre was plunged in total darkness, 
then weak emergency lighting flickered on. The unwieldy creature turned, 
carrying its delicate prize to the door as the figures of Verdeschi, Carter and 
Frazer struggled groggily to their feet again. Shouting and shooting at the 
creature to attract its attention, they caused it to whirl around again, hissing 
and wheezing. But this time it was unable to stike them back. It carried the 
Core. For a moment, it seemed to be confused. It seemed to freeze 


momentarily again, in order to pick up fresh instructions. Then, resolutely 
ignoring the aggravation of the Alphans, it turned its back on them and 
stalked regardlessly from the room. 

As it turned, Maya’s intense, questing gaze fell on a small, dark orifice in 
the side of the reptile’s head. The hole was surrounded with a thick lip of 
protective membrane. She guessed that the opening was its ear, and that if 
she cohld somehow get inside it she might gain access to the centres of 
control that she sought. 

She summoned up the strength to convert herself into a small wasp, and 
flew after the Cloud Being and the trio of helpless Alphans who followed it. 


The ear channel was dark and narrow — too narrow even for her slim wasp 
body to crawl up it. As soon as she had entered though, and felt the smooth 
metal walls she knew that her hunch had been correct. 

It was hot, and the choking aroma of burnt and cooling metal assailed 
her. As she moved blindly upward, the channel began to fill with a weak red 
light source emanating from somewhere in front of her. The light grew 
stronger, and soon she found herself amidst a mass of complicated circuitry. 
The circuits were scorched and blackened with the intense heat which the 
creature had withstood, yet somehow they continued to function, perhaps 
because they had been extremely robustly constructed. Ironically, a few 
more electric shocks and rocket blasts might have done the trick. 

She began crawling amongst the advanced electronical control centre of 
the Cloud Being. As she did so, her intruding body caused a rash of short- 
circuits, and the unstoppable reptile at last began to waver out of control. 


Verdeschi, Carter and Frazer ran in front of the Cloud Being. They ran 
backwards as it advanced towards them with its precious load. They fired 
their lasers at its bulging, throbbing throat. 

Breath howled and shrieked out of its snarling jaws as though it were 
experiencing pain. Its scarlet eyes flickered and dimmed. The over-rich 
polychromatic colours of its scales faded to a dull, listless grey. 

‘It’s stopping... it’s going out of control!’ Verdeschi shouted warningly. 
He ran forward and grasped at the Life Support Core before the creature 
dropped it. But it shook him off and with a sudden burst of strength hurtled 


unstably down the dim corridor. It was now only moments away from the 
demolished travel tube leading to Eagle Six, and they ran desperately after 
it; 

But they had no need of running. Its last burst of life had been the result 
of the determined Cloud in its inexplicable need for the Life Support Core. 
Long before it reached the wrecked doorways of the Tubes, the reptile 
seized completely and moved no more. It keeled over with a resounding 
crash, its innards as wrecked as the destruction it had wrought. 


“They’ve done it... they’ve done it!’ Koenig cried out deliriously from his 
bed in the Medical Centre. The dim, yellow emergency lighting went out, 
and the bright main lights came on again. Sahn ran over to the temperature 
gauge and watched with relief as it began to rise again. He remembered his 
new duty though, and turned on Koenig with a stern face. 

‘Now will you go back to bed?’ he asked. 

‘Bed? You’re joking! I feel fine... finer than I’ve ever done!’ Koenig 
declared expansively. He got up and walked about, demonstrating that he 
had indeed recovered. Many of the other patients began to rise from their 
beds, and Sahn realized that now that the Cloud’s creature had been 
conquered, its influence was waning. 

Verdeschi’s face came over the monitor from the Life Support Centre. 
With him were Frazer and Carter... helping a very pale and shaky Maya. 
Their faces looked relieved. But, Koenig thought, they did not look as 
happy as they ought to have done. And he knew why. After they had 
explained how they had managed to overcome the Cloud Being, they 
informed the listening Alphans in the Medical Centre that the Moon Base’s 
remaining Tiranium stocks were sufficient to last them no longer than a 
day... 


